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Abstract 
This research investigates the marital dynamics in the status reversed families where 
wives earn more and have a higher occupational status to determine if the resource 
advantages of wives can ensue with a more equal division of domestic labor. Data 
come from in-depth interviews 29 individuals from 18 families in Hong Kong. The 
results show that the economic logic is unwarranted when wives are the major 
providers which suggest 'gender trumps money' in explaining housework 
arrangement. The traditional gender ideology-emphasizing husband's breadwinner's 
role and wife's homemaker's role-and the 'doing gender ' dynamics render salient in 
perpetuating the disproportionate housework allocation despite some resistance from 
the wives. In particular, this research contributes by probing into the role of 'third 
parties' , namely the children and in-laws who actively reinforce the 'doing gender ' of 
couples and thereby reproducing the household division of labor. Finally, based on the 
experience of a househusband, I embark on a new mechanism of how the gender 















Chapter One: Introduction 
The "high" status of Hong Kong wives and the losing out of husbands have always 
been a talking point in the media, the discussion forums, the cafe, and in day-to-day 
conversations. Eye-catching headlines In local newspapers such as "Snubbed 
Househusband Earns Family's Love" (Poon, 2009), "Full-time Dad Suffers from 
Post-Natal Depression" (Sin, 2005) indicate the natural curiosity about the novelty of 
role reversed couples. The concern is intensified when the unemployment rate of men 
exceeds women under the sweeping influence of economic tsunami. 1 
While most people are interested in the effects on men's ego, fewer attention has 
been paid on the housework arrangement in these families with higher earning wives. 
When the husband is the sole breadwinner, his wife does almost all the housework 
(Oakley, 1974); when they both work, the wife still does more as she is regarded as a 
co-provider or a lesser provider (Hood, 1986; Potuchek, 1992; Perry-Jenkins & 
Crouter, 1990; Zuo & Bian, 2003). But what if the wife is the main provider or even 
the sole provider? While resource theorists (Blood & Wolfe, 1960) argued for a 
simple tradeoff of housewor~, research shows that higher earning wives still do more 
I According to Census and Statistics Department (2009), men's unemployment rate is 6% while 
women's unemployment rate is 4%. It was suggested that many job losses have befallen lower class 
men in particular because they are heavily represented in severely affected industries like 
manufacturing and construction. (Quoting Hong Kong Men' s Care Group in Oriental Daily News, 
2008) 
because of the gender backdrop (Berk, 1985; Hochschild, 1989; Bittman et aI, 2003; 
Brines, 1994; Greenstein, 2000). In this study, I deploy the gender perspective to 
explore and contextualize why higher-earning wives still perform more housework, 
which then shed light to interplay of gender, money and marital power in the 
interaction between husbands and WIves. The following sections introduce the 
background and the significance of the study and then further specify the research 
questions and the organization of this thesis. 
1.1 Background of the Research 
Housework remains largely to be "women's work" across nations and time (Baxter, 
1997; Coltrane, 2000). Before 1960s, the disproportional household division of labor 
was a "problem that has no name" covered up by a popular mystique that a true 
woman can derive a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction only from her home, her 
husband and her children (Friedan, 1964). After the Feminine Mystique which 
exposes the hidden discontentment of housewives towards their lackluster, unfulfilled 
lives, there has been a heightening debate in family studies in explaining "the 
problem" (F erree, 1990). Among various perspectives, the most prevalent ones are the 
polemic between relative resource theorists and the feminists. 
Pioneered by Blood and Wolfe (1960), relative resource theory has been a 
prevalent and popular heuristic in explaining the allocation of housework. This theory 
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presumes that housework is inherently undesirable. The unequal distribution of labor, 
as suggested, is attributed to the unequal amount of exchange value of the assets 
which each spouse brings to the relationship (Blood and Wolfe, 1960). The spouse 
who earns more and holds the more prestigious job may trade these assets for greater 
authority and less work at home (Blood and Wolfe, 1960). Since men usually marry 
down, according to the "mating gradient" (Veevers, 1988), they have more 
"resources" to bring to the family. As a result, they can exchange for less domestic 
labor and render fewer child-care services as compared to their wives. 
This logic seems compelling, and has been accordingly influential In the 
sociology of family, yet later work has suggested that no such simple tradeoff exists 
(Curtis, 1986). Though studies have found that the relative resource theory does 
explain half of the phenomenon (i.e. the more dependent the wives, the less 
housework their husbands have to bear), wives who earn more have to do more 
housework (Atkinson & Boles, 1984; Bolak, 1997; Brines, 1994; Ferree, 1991; 
Larson, 1984; Zuo and Bian, 2001; Tichenor, 2005). These complications severely 
undermine the explanatory power of the gender-neutral approach. 
While underscoring "gender" as a factor, sex role theory, on the other hand, 
emphasizes how individuals are socialized into prescribed conducts, attitudes and 
value during childhood that determine the gendered division of labor (Vilar, 1972). 
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However, despite its "obvious commonsense appeal", the gender role literature fails to 
"consistently distinguish between the expectations that are made of people and what 
they in fact do2." (Carrigan; Connell; Lee, 1985: 578) It is quite "groundless" to fixate 
what people learned in childhood to be reproduced in later age. Being a static concept, 
"gender as a role obscures the work that is involved in producing gender in everyday 
activities." (West and Zimmermann, 1987: 127) 
Instead of a rational reflection of resources or seeIng "gender" as a static 
individual property, the gender perspective offers the most tenable explanation. It 
contends that the unequal division of housework is the result of the "doing gender" 
process that shapes "womanly" and "manly work" (Berk, 1985; West and 
Zimmermann, 1987; Ferree, 1990, 1991 ; Hochschild, 1989). Doing gender is an 
ongoing activity in which men and women cast particular pursuits like "culturally 
established sets of behaviours, appearances, mannerisms, and other cues" (Lucal, 
1999: 784) which have expressions of masculine and feminine natures and thus 
creating differences between men and women, boys and girls according to the sex 
categories (West & Zimmerman 1987). Yet these displays are not performed in a 
vacuum. Rather, they are manufactured out of the fabric of culture and social structure 
(Lorber, 1994). Therefore, unlike the relative resource theory, which assumes 
2 The Italic is inserted by me to stress the active nature of agents. 
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housework is inherently undesirable, engaging with housework can equally align with 
the Image of a "good mother" or "good wife," SInce these tasks are culturally 
feminine (Tichenor, 2005). As a result, husbands and WIves who "do gender" 
appropriately sustain, reproduce, and legitimize the institution based on sex (West and 
Zimmerman, 1987). 
This theory offers a somewhat better explanation of why higher earning wives 
may do more housework than their husbands. Since housework is traditionally 
"women's work", less earning husbands who have to compensate for the loss of 
manhood will do less housework, while higher earning wives, on the other hand, will 
do more housework to compensate their guilt and to lift up their challenged femininity 
(Brines, 1994; F erree, 1991; Larson, 1984; Zuo and Bian, 2001; Tichenor, 2005). 
Greenstein (2000) named the couples' traditionalistic response to reversed roles as 
"deviance neutralization strategies", while Hochschild (1989) named them as gender 
strategies that based on "balancing principles". This compensation is contrary to what 
resource theory predicts. 
The strength of gender theory is that it encompasses both the gendered structure 
and the human agencies in explaining the allocation of housework. Nevertheless, the 
"doing gender" theses have several limitations and some modifications have to be 
made in this research. First, while the "doing gender" tradition relates doing 
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housework to a "doing dominance" and "submission" dichotomy (Berk, 1985), this 
research asserts that due to an evolving institutional context, this IS no longer 
warranted. With modernization, opportunities for women have been opened up and it 
is common for both couples to have paid work. Even though couples may want to 
play "dominance" and "submission", sometimes they need to reconcile this ideal with 
the reality-under the constraints of time and physical and emotional demands. Also, 
in Hong Kong, with a fusion of the East and the West, it is common that conflicting 
gender norms coexist. Husbands and wives can have different gender ideologies. 
Therefore, in resolving the discrepancies in ideals and reality on the one hand and 
conflicting spousal ideologies on the other, individuals may employ gendered 
strategies in the marital negotiation process tacitly or verbally (Hochschild, 1989). 
Therefore, to better capture the dynamics when couples "do gender", the gender 
ideologies of couples and the strategies employed (be it compliance or resistance) in 
negotiating housework will be examined. 
Second, the emphasis on dyadic relationships in interaction has simplified and 
narrowed the application of "doing gender". Past research has ignored the active and 
prominent role of children and the couple's parents who reinforce the "doing gender" 
of husbands and wives in everyday life and thus affecting the household division of 
labor and the process and outcome of gender construction of these role reversed 
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couples. 
Finally, some critics, on the other hand, question about the conformity of 
individuals (Deutsch, 2007; Weber 2002; Winant 2002). In theory, the doing gender 
approach implies that if gender is constructed, it can also be deconstructed. If gender 
institutions can be changed, the social interactions that support them can be undone 
(Deutsch, 2007). However, despite its theoretical emphasis on human agencies, many 
social construction theorists have showed that gender relations are maintained (West 
& Zimmerman, 1987; Henson & Rogers, 2001; Lupton, 2000). The critics argued that 
it seems to preclude the possibility of dismantling gender (Kerfoot & Whitehead, 
1998). Rather than seeing such criticism as a subversion of doing gender theory, I 
would argue that undoing gender is just the other side of a coin. "Undoing gender" 
goes hand-in-hand with "doing gender". The reduction of gender differences in some 
areas are happening despite the maintenance of some unequal relations. In this 
research, I will take heed of the possibility of change in gender relations between 
husbands and wives. 
1.2 Research Site 
WOMEN'S STATUS IN HONG KONG 
Hong Kong is a Chinese society with a strong patriarchal tradition. According to the 
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Confucian's teaching, in all stages of life, women were subordinated to men and 
demanded "three obediences"-obeying fathers when young; husbands when married; 
and adult sons when widowed. Most women had no access to schooling and lacked 
economic roles outside home (Stacey, 1983). Women, which were defined as a 
"weaker sex" only socialized to be "a virtuous wife and good mother" (xian qi Hang 
mu). Their life was basically defined by men whose primary role was to earn for a 
living in the public sphere (Choi & Lee, 1997). 
But of course, political and socioeconomic developments have brought about 
great changes to the status of women. As Hong Kong was a British colony before 
1997, its Chinese tradition was not untrammeled by Western ideas with more liberal 
thoughts in gender relations (Westwood, 1997). In addition, industrialization and 
modernization before the 1980s has opened up employment opportunities to women 
in factories (Wong, 1975, 1881; N go & Pun, 2009). After the open door policy in 
China, a wave of outward investment began and the service sector started to grow 
(Ngo & Pun, 2009). With a globalized economy, there are new demands for 
well-educated people. This new demand of talents further encourages higher 
education for women. At · present the number of female university graduate 
outnumbered male (Census and Statistics Department, 2008) and more of them made 
substantial inroads into managerial and professional jobs that are traditionally 
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dominated by men (Ngo, 2000). The employment rate for women has also increased 
considerably. In 1961, between the age of 15-64 37% of women are in the labour 
force (Census and Statistics Department, 1986). It rose to 49% in the 80s and in 2007, 
the employment rate is 53.1 % (Census and Statistics Department, 2008). Though this 
is still no match with men's 70.50/0 of employment rate, the gender gap in employment 
has significantly narrowed (Census and Statistics Department, 2008).3 
Despite the great improvement in women's employment, evidence show that the 
Chinese traditional patriarchal values have continued to inform the structural, 
ideological and attitudinal frames that define women's role (Westwood, 1997). 
Compared to men, women's employment is more liable to the family lifecycle of 
marriage and childbearing (Westwood, 1997; Ngo & Pun, 2009). While men's 
employment rate is constantly around 90-95% from 25-54, there is still a sudden drop 
of women's employment from 87.4% for the age group 25-29 to 79.1 % for the age 
group 30-34 (reproductive age) and then the percentage drops constantly after 34 
(Census and Statistics Department, 2008)4. And glass ceiling (Morrison, et. aI., 1987) 
or 'bamboo ceiling' (Westwood and Leung, 1999) for women still prevails in Hong 
Kong due to some stereotypes of the temperament of manager women and their 
homemaker's role if they are married (N g and Chakrabarty, 20dust06). A higher level 
3 See Appendix One for details. 
4 The median age of women at first childbirth is 29.8 in 2007. See Appendix Two for details. 
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of occupational sex segregation is also happening in Hong Kong in recent years (Ngo 
& Pun, 2009). 
CHINESE FAMILIES AND CHANGES IN HONG KONG 
Chinese families share a collectivistic culture which characterizes with a big extended 
structure. However, due to rapid industrialization, the extended family was eroded 
gradually, becoming more nucleated with a smaller family size and a lower fertility 
rate. But scholars argued that, unlike the West where leaving parental home is a stage 
of adulthood, women usually live with parents until their marriage (Ting and Chiu, 
2002). Upon their marriage, the couples are expected to live with the husband's 
parents as a gesture of filial piety-the backbone of Chinese society. The in-laws, on 
the other hand, are usually the ones who teach and monitor their daughter-in-law at 
home. Therefore, it is not atypical that three generations live under the same roof. The 
percentage of men living with their parents ran from 530/0 to 71 % for people who 
were born in 1950 to 1960. The percentage dropped to 31 % for the cohort 1961 and 
after. For women, 30% of women who were born 1961 and after still live with their 
own parents after marriage (Ting and Chiu., 2002). Therefore, Lee (2000) coined this 
as "modified extended family". This condition is nowhere found in the Western 
research. 
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On the other hand, children in Hong Kong families are highly valued now. This 
is partly owed to the fall in fertility rate and partly because parents-especially the 
middle class parents-are conscious of the need of a plausible competition in the 
future generation (Lui, 2003). Hong Kong is among the lowest in fertility rate in the 
world. For each couple, only 0.99 babies were born, which is far lower than the world 
standard. This contrasts sharply with the 5.17 babies per family in 1961 (Westwood, 
1997). These little babies are crowned as "little kings" and "little queens". As Lui 
(2003) suggested, many resources (time, money, effort) are all put on the young 
generation. 
HOUSEHOLD DIVISION OF LABOR IN HONG KONG 
In Hong Kong, rigorous data on the household division of labor between couples is 
lacking (Choi & Ting, 2009). Nonetheless, available data suggest that across time, 
wives alone shouldered the majority of housework (more than two-third) (Choi & 
Ting, 2009).5 A recent survey conducted between 2001 and 2002 by Census and 
Statistics Department (2003) also shows that housework remaIns largely to be 
5 The trend could be shown by comparing the data from the Social Indictors Surveys 1987, 1993 & 
1995. Though wives alone shouldered the majority of housework, it seems that husbands are 
increasingly involved in doing some housework. For example, more husbands are willing to take up the 
childcare work (increase from 1.0% in 1987 to 4.40/0 in 1993) though wives remain the main caretakers. 
Also, there is a growing trend of sharing between husbands and wives. For example, in shopping for 
groceries, the sharing rate increased from 11.0% in 1987 to 23.0% in 1993; for dish washing, it 
increased from 11.7% in 1987 to 20.6% in 1995. The same applies to housecleaning (increased from 
11.5% in 1987 to 20.8% in 1993 to 26.6% in 1995). Please see Appendix Three for details. 
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women's work. According to the report, 40% of the women, as compared with 9% of 
men, are responsible for over 60% of housework. For dual earning couples, the share 
is slightly fairer though the gender gap is still substantial. Over 70% of employed men 
did less than 200/0 of the housework, whereas this is the case for 46% of employed 
women only.6 
Another interesting phenomenon is that as more women are participating In 
full-time jobs, some housework is transferred to the domestic helpers. It is a common 
practice for many middle-class families. Up to 2008, there are 251,360 foreign 
domestic helpers in Hong Kong (Helpers for Domestic Helpers, 2008). According to 
the Census report (2001), around 10% Hong Kong households employed domestic 
helpers. However, even though domestic help may relieve women from regular 
housework like shopping for groceries, cooking, dish washing, house cleaning, 
laundry and baby sitting, it creates other tasks like hiring and training, managing, 
scheduling and supervision of domestic helpers (Choi & Ting, 2009). Also, domestic 
helpers cannot replace parents on childcare work like supervising children's work, 
preparing for tests, joining children's school activities \vhich are usually done by 
women, while men may withdrew totally from housework and even child rearing 
when domestic helpers are hired (Lee, 2002) 
G For details, please read Appendix Four. 
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1.3 Objective and Significance 
This research intends to explore whether "money trumps gender" when it comes to 
household division of labor. While family is often simplified as "a haven in a heartless 
world" (Lasch, 1977), this research expose the embedded multi layer relationships in 
family which is so "(extensive) in time, so intensive in contact and so dense in the 
interweaving of economics, emotion, power and resistance" (Connell, 1987) through 
the study of division of household labor. Influencing lives of many people, studies 
estimate that the total time spent on domestic work is about the same as the time spent 
on paid labor (Robinson & Godbey, 1997). This domain particularly interests 
feminists as housework remaIns largely to be "women's work" and thus 
understanding the process and outcome of such division can illuminate the interaction 
of gender-specific roles, resources and power and ultimately how and why gender 
inequality in family is maintained and reproduced. 
Families with higher-earning wives are even more theoretically intriguing 
because it puts relative resource theory and the gender theory at odds, placing the 
"man equals power" truism in tension with the "money equals power" axiom. 
Undoubtedly, Hong Kong is a city where both of these forces have attracted 
significant popular and scholarly attention. While Hong Kong people value money 
and very often it equals to power, as Chinese we have strong emphasis of traditional 
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Chinese patriarchal values (Shek, 1998; Cheung& Tang, 2008; Lee, 2000). These 
couples with reversed roles are thus sitting at a crossroad of the two competing 
cultural norms. Investigating how they come to resolve such dilemma as reflected in 
their interaction about who does what and why, we can get a clearer picture of 
whether money or gender has a greater role to play in the balance of power in 
marrIage. 
Also, by probing into how couples with higher earning wives negotiate, this 
research can help resolving the polemic about "doing gender" and "undoing gender" 
which has not been thoroughly taken care of in the past research. With special 
attention on some willing househusbands, this research investigates the process and to 
what extent gender is being reconstructed, rejected or even subverted. Using an 
integrated approach, it can also shed light to strengthening the theory of doing gender. 
In addition, this research intends to fill empirical gaps. Very few past researches 
in family studies pay attention to children's active roles when it comes to household 
division of labor and gender construction. "Children" are usually equated with 
"childcare responsibility". Some studies may treat children as merely helpers in the 
family (Solberg, 1990), while some compare the contribution between daughters and 
sons (Brannen, 1995; Berk 1985). Children are portrayed as passive beings molded by 
parents into appropriate gender roles. No research has portrayed children as active 
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agents who influence their parents. In this research, I investigate how do the children, 
as the valued actors in the family, influence their parents' housework division and the 
process and outcome of gender construction? This research can thus shed light to 
family studies by extending the application of "doing gender" not only to couples, but 
also to children. 
Furthermore, although many past studies have provided some insights on 
household division of labor, many of them mainly draws on the Western experience 
which may not be fully applicable for couples living in the Chinese context. As 
aforementioned, in Hong Kong, considerable percentage of couples lives with the 
husband's parents after marriage. Even if some couples are not living with parents, the 
Chinese tradition of filial piety is still very much emphasized. Therefore, it is 
plausible that parents and parents-in-law have a role to play in the couple's family life. 
This is largely ignored by the Western studies. In this research, I will spell out 
parents' role in perpetuating the gender differences between husbands and wives. 
Lastly, research on the updated development of household division of labor in 
Hong Kong has been stagnated for quite some time (2000 the latest by Ting which 
studies class differences in division of household labor). 7 This research wishes to 
provide insights on the latest development especially by focusing on the new trend of 
7 Some surveys were conducted by the Census and Statistics Department in 2002. However, there is no 
analysis on the data from social or sociological perspective. 
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increasing number of higher earning wives in Hong Kong. 
1.4 Research Questions 
Based on the past literature, this study asks three specific questions. First, does 
spousal difference in economic resources vary housework distribution in the 21st 
century? In answering this question, I will find out who does what and more in the 
household. According to the past research, wives usually do more than two-third of 
the load (Choi & Ting, 2008). When wives are earning more, they tend to do more at 
home (Brines, 1994; Hochschild, 1989; Berk, 1985; Tichenor, 2005). 
Having found that there is only a weak link between income and housework, I 
ask the second question: Why wives earn more but still do more at home? Gender 
perspective is deployed: how do the gender ideologies of individuals affect the 
household division of labor? How do men and women "do gender" when dividing, 
negotiating and doing housework? What negotiation tactics do they employ in these 
processes and why? In addition, filling the gap of past research which has ignored the 
role of relevant "third parties" like children and couple's parents, I would specifically 
ask: what are the roles of rel~vant "third parties" in constructing the couple's gender? 
A modified "doing gender" approach constitutes the analytical tool to understand the 
above complex questions. Third, if any, are couples undergoing the process of 
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"undoing gender" in Hong Kong? And how interaction serves as a site of change in 
gender relations? 
1.5 Map of the Thesis 
Chapter 2 is a theoretical review on three prevalent theories in the study of household 
division of lab or. Building on the gender perspective, the chapter illustrates the 
theoretical framework of this research that can help analyzing the construction of 
gender relations and housework division. 
Chapter 3 presents the methodology of the research which describes the sample, 
the characteristics of couples and how qualitative methods are used in collecting and 
the analysis of data. 
My central findings lie in Chapter 4, 5 and 6. In Chapter 4, I will answer the first 
research question as to whether wives who out earn their husbands trade their money 
with less housework. Based on my sample, I will compare the proportion of 
housework done by wives and husbands and then cross-compare the distribution of 
housework between role-reversed group and comparison group (in which husbands 
earn more). This contrast helps illustrating whether money can trump gender. 
Chapter 5 demonstrates how gender ideology serves to analyze household 
division of labor and give an answer to why higher earning wives tend to do more at 
17 
home. I will argue that gender beliefs of the role-reversed couples and the society at 
large favor a gendered division of labor with men being breadwinners and women as 
homemakers though a few couples do have traces of transitional and even egalitarian 
beliefs. 
Chapter 6 illustrates the how couples "do gender" while at the same time 
negotiate with one another in fulfilling the housework. Some gendered tactics are 
employed which help reproducing and sustaining the existing gender inequality. In the 
negotiation process, "third parties" like children and couples' parents have an active 
role to play in escalating the doing gender of the couples which will be illustrated in 
Chapter 7. 
Chapter 8 intends to look way beyond the sustenance of gender relations and 
housework division and investigate the possibility of "undoing gender" by 
juxtaposing househusbands with housewives as to what extent the extreme cases of 
role-reversed couples are liberated from the traditional gendered division. And with a 
complete change in family roles, I would like to find out the process and the condition 
that may favor the "undoing gender" of couples. 
Chapter 9 is a concluding chapter. I would provide a brief summary of findings 
and then further discuss the implications and limitations of this thesis. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Since the mid-1970s, the sociological significance of domestic labor has been 
highlighted in feminist research and in family studies (Ferree, 1990). Polemic 
between the gender theories (Berk, 1985) and economIC theories-like resource 
theory (first proposed by Blood and Wolfe, 1960) and new home economics theory 
(Becker, 1981 )-in the explanation of household division of labor increasingly come 
into light. Resources theory contends that resources such as income, occupational 
prestige and education are exchanged for domestic labor (Blood & W olfe, 1960; 
Coverman, 1985; Deutsch, Lussier & Servis, 1993). The neo-classical economics of 
New Home Economics model, on the other hand, emphasizes family as a collective 
unit whereby each individual specializes in activities that one has comparative 
advantage in so that the efficiency of the entire family unit can be maximized (Becker, 
1981; Pollak, 2002). For that reason, wives who are traditionally less educated 
specialize in housework and husbands specialize in paid work. 
These "gender-neutral approach", however, are highly criticized by the feminists 
as it is evident that familial experiences are not the same for all members. Instead, 
they differentiated along the lines of sex and age (Choi & Lee, 1997). Family is not 
just a place of love, but also of work, power and conflicts (Oakley, 1974; Thorne, 
1992). Housework, as one of the contentious issues in the family, is found embedded 
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in complex and shifting patterns of social relations-including the gender relations 
(Coltrane, 2000). Taking the past research together, housework cannot be explained 
without relating to gender (e.g. Hochschild, 1989; Blain, 1994; De Vault, 1990, 1991; 
Erickson, 1993; Greenstein, 1996; Hall et aI., 1995; Perkins & DeMeis, 1997; Risman 
& lohnson-Sumerford, 1998; Sanchez & Kane, 1996; Thompson, 1991), family 
interaction (Genson & Peiss, 1985; Hochschild, 1989) and the operation of both the 
family and market economies (Bergen 1991; Blumberg & Colemen, 1989; Brines, 
1994). These factors become the point of departure for this research. 
Against this backdrop, this chapter starts with an economic assumption (relative 
resource theory) that links the couples' housework division to the relative 
contributions of spouses. This is then juxtaposed with the gender perspective which 
argues that 'gender trumps money' and exposes how housework is negotiated in the 
gender process. 
2.1 Prevalent Theoretical Explanation on Household Division of 
Labor 
RELATIVE RESOURCE THEORY 
Pioneered by Blood and Wolfe (1960), the relative resource theory has been prevalent 
and popular in explaining the allocation of housework between dual earning couples. 
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The unequal distribution, as suggested, is attributed to the unequal amount of 
exchange value of the assets each spouse brings to the relationship (Blood & Wolfe, 
1960). According to this perspective, the greater socioeconomic resources (in terms of 
income, job status and education level) of one spouse can trade these assets for greater 
authority and less work at home with the other (Blood & Wolfe 1960). Since men 
usually marry down according to the "mating gradient", they have more "resources" 
to bring to the family. As a result, they can exchange for less domestic labor and 
childcare services as compared to their wives. 
Among all three resources, income seems to convey the most consistent results. 
Generally, the smaller the differences between spouses' earnings, the more equitable 
the domestic work divisions are (e.g. , Brayfield, 1992; Coltrane & Ishii-Kuntz, 1992; 
Presser, 1994). But this result is not always found both in quantitative and qualitative 
researches. Numerous researches prove that there is a curvilinear relationship between 
income and housework contributions (Brines, 1994; Greenstein, 2000). That is to say, 
higher-earning wives cannot or do not trade income with less housework. The more 
the husbands rely on wives' economic support, the less the housework he will do. 
(Hochschild, 1989; Bolak, 1997; Brines, 1994; Ferree, 1991 ; Larson, 1984; Zuo and 
Bian, 2001 ; Tichenor, 2005). Therefore, "there is no simple trade off of earnings and 
housework between husband and wives" (Thompson and Walker, 1989: 856). The 
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whole picture would be distorted without considering the gender perspective. 
Furthermore, the problem with relative resource theory IS that it implicitly 
assumes that housework are undesirable and always to be avoided. It must be 
unpleasant and monotonous, and must provide very little satisfaction (Berk, 1985). 
However, researches show that "housework" has gendered meanings. Some women 
treat it as a marital resource and their reign (Zuo & Bian, 2003; Hochschild, 1989; 
Tichenor, 2005). Also, a good many people engage in household work quite willingly 
and derive considerable satisfaction from many of its tasks which is completely 
ignored by the assumptions under! ying the resource framework. 
SEX ROLE THEORY 
Noting that "gender" plays a significant role in family relations, sex role theory 
inherits the functionalist tradition, in which Talcott Parsons and Bales (1955) 
translated divisions of household labor in family system based on a two-dimensional 
paradigm: with one axis represented by "expressive role" for women and the 
"instrumental role" for men; and the other in terms of the superior power of men and 
the inferior power of women. Such dichotomy IS In line with the 
breadwinner-holnemaker role in the family. The instrumental and superior role of the 
husband means that he is the technical expert and the primary status bearer. He 
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functions in a world separate from home and is primarily responsible for the support 
of the family (Mowrer, 1969). Whereas for wives, they are the "cultural expert", "the 
human relations virtuoso" specialized in mediating conflicts within the family and 
providing nurturance to its members (Mowrer p. 536). Given this distinction, 
members of society are then socialized into roles based on the sex category through 
agents like school, family and mass media. Once internalized during childhood, the 
gender appropriate behaviors are resided in individuals and are quite resistant to 
change (Stacey and Thorne, 1985). Therefore, in the case of household division of 
labor, most role theorists attribute the gendered division to the intergenerational 
influences of housework modeling (Bandura, 1977), claiming that by observing 
parents as models, children form an idea of the appropriate family roles, and on later 
occasions this coded information can guide future actions. More recently, 
Cunningham (2001), for example, shows "evidence of enduring direct effects of 
parental characteristics on children's housework allocation, especially for men." (p. 
184) 
However, despite its "obvious cornmonsense appeal", the sex role literature fails 
to "consistently distinguish between the expectations that are made of people and 
what they in fact do8." (Carrigan; Connell; Lee, 1985: 578) It is quite "groundless" to 
8 The Italic is inserted by me to stress the active nature of agents. 
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fixate what people learned in childhood to be reproduced in later age. For variations 
of the presumed norms (like families of higher earning wives), they are treated as 
"deviant", or as "failure" in socialization which then becomes an unexplained, 
residual and non-social category (Carrigan, et aI, 1985). Even though Pleck's gender 
role development (1975) suggests the possibility of changes, it is fundamentally static 
as change is only something impinges on them (Carrigan, et aI, 1985). Therefore 
"gender as a role obscures the work that is involved in producing gender in everyday 
activities." (West and Zimmermann, 1987) 
Also, as Stacey and Thorne (1985) suggested, relegating gender as a role reduces 
its explanatory usefulness in discussion of power and inequality. Rooted in the 
functionalist tradition, the notion of "role" suggested that "the female role" and "the 
male role" are complementary (i.e., separate or different but equal). By emphasizing 
on how female and male roles are learned, it "tacitly legitimized women's 
subordination and their encapsulation within the family." "These terms are (thus) 
depoliticizing; they strip expenence from its historical and political context and 
neglect questions of power and conflict." (p. 307) 
However, despite its pitfalls, in this study, I would argue that the role theory is not 
entirely useless since parental models and/or agents of socialization tell individuals 
about the appropriate behavior and manners of different sex categories which then 
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provide part of the ideological script for couples to follow and to "do gender", though 
by no means are the spouses and other members static and be instilled like empty 
vessels. 
GENDER PERSPECTIVE 
To explain why wives earn more but still do more, I assert that gender perspective 
provides the most tenable explanation. Gender is distinct from sex and sex category. 9 
Originated from ethnomethodology and In dialogue with Goffman' s concept of 
gender display, West and Zimmermann (1987) assert that gender IS regarded as 
something people do in daily interaction. They contend that the unequal division of 
housework is the result of the "doing gender" process that shapes "womanly" and 
"manly work" (Berk, 1985, West and Zimmermann, 1987; Ferree, 1990, 1991; 
Hochschild, 1989). It is an ongoing activity in which men and women do gender by 
displaying some "culturally established sets of behaviours, appearances, mannerisms, 
9 Sex is the determination based on biological criteria as indicated by genitalia at birth or chromosomes 
for classifying persons as females or males (West & Zimmermann, 1987). People are then put into 
different categories based on the sex criteria. However, in everyday perception, usually the sex criteria 
are lacking and thus we categorize different sexes based on "socially required identificatory displays" 
or characteristics that proclaim one's membership. They are different from gender as gender is both a 
social structure and what individuals do when managing the situated conduct based on the normative 
concepts of male and female based on sex categories (West and Zimmermann, 1987). On the other 
hand, gender is more than just a display as put forward by Goffman. Instead, it is ubiquitous in 
day-to-day interaction. Gender displays are what we think of as 'expressive behavior' and how we tend 
to be "conveyed and received about our sexual natures in social situations where there is mutual 
monitoring" (Goffman, 1976). People 'schedule ' displays as if there is a beginning and an ending to 
them. In brief, gender displays are · optional. By downplaying the pervasiveness of gender that cut 
across situations, the notion of gender as a display relegates it to the periphery of interaction (West and 
Zimmermann, 1987). As West and Zimmermann (1987) commented, "By segregating gender display 
from the serious business of interaction, Goffman obscures the effects of gender on a wide range of 
human activities. Gender is not merely something that happens in the nooks and crannies of interaction, 
fitted in here and there and not interfering with the serious business of life." (p. 130) 
25 
and other cues" (Lucal, 1999: 784) in the immediate context which "cast particular 
pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine natures" (West & Zimmerman 
1987: 126) and create differences between men and women, girls and boys. Therefore, 
unlike the relative resource theory that assumes housework as undesirable, engaging 
into it often aligns with the image of "a good mother" and "a good wife" because this 
is a culturally feminine task (Tichenor, 2005). In short, when members do or reject 
housework and child care work by adhering to the gender norms, they are "doing 
gender" (Berk, 1985). Since the "essential nature" as men and women is exhibited in 
day-to-day interaction, the institution based on sex is sustained, reproduced and 
legitimized (West and Zimmerman, 1987). West and Zimmermann (1987) emphasize 
that people "do gender" so extensively because of the accountability to the gender 
order. Members of society regularly engage in "descriptive accountings of states of 
affairs to one another" (Heritage, 1984: 136-7). Therefore, to "do gender" is to engage 
in behavior "at the risk of gender assessment" based on the partition of "essential" 
differences between men and women and the placement by the sex category (West 
and Zimmermann, 1987). This theory helps to understand the persistence of the 
traditional division of household labor and offers a somewhat better explanation of 
why wives may do more housework despite earning more. 
The Gender Factory (1985) has adopted the gender perspective in explaining the 
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gendered household division between couples. In her quantitative study, Berk (1985) 
borrowed Becker's image of household as a "factory" and modified it as a "gendered 
one". She found that while wives' household tasks and time are determined by the 
total time or tasks, there is no effect on husbands' domestic contribution. She 
explained that it is "hardly a question simply of who has more time, or whose time is 
worth more, who has more skill" (p. 195). Wives, even when employed outside, 
performed 80% to 92% of household and childcare tasks. Nevertheless, both husbands 
and wives perceive the arrangement as "fair" which then established the "astounding 
stability" in the household. She draws on the doing gender theory to explain such 
contradiction. She agrees that doing gender "refers to the ongoing task of rendering 
oneself accountably masculine or feminine" (West and Zimmermann, 1984: 16). 
Housework is not the only production in the household. At the same time, gender is 
also produced. She argues: 
'Simultaneously, members "do" gender, as they "do" housework and child 
care, and what I have been calling the division of labor provides for the 
joint production of household labor and gender; it is the mechanism by 
which both the material and symbolic products of the household are 
realized.' (1985, p. 201) 
By exhibiting the "essential nature" as men and women in day-to-day interaction, the 
dominance and submission of ones' sex category are produced and reproduced. 
Adopting the idea of "doing gender", Brines (1994) and Hochschild (1989), on 
the other hand, compare the relative importance of gender with income in affecting 
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the household division of labor. In her quantitative study, Brines (1994) found that the 
more that husbands rely on their wives' economic support, the less the housework 
those husbands take on. In the same vein, Hochschild (1989) also found that "of the 
men who earned more than their wives, 21 % shared housework. Of the men who 
earned about the same, 30% shared. But among men who earned less than their wives, 
none shared." (p. 231) Based on the past paradigm of man's dominance, if men earn 
less and thus losing power over women in one way, they make up for it in another 
way-by avoiding the second shift (Hochschild, 1989) or by just doing some less 
feminine tasks like washing cars and fixing the computers to "make them feel like a 
guy" (Doucet, 2006). On the other hand, the higher earning wives perceived 
themselves or were perceived as being "too powerful" (Hochschild, 1989), "selfish", 
"nonfeminine", and "irresponsible to household needs" (Zuo & Bian, 2003); 
domineering and manipulative (Atkinson & Boles, 1984). Doing household work, as a 
symbol of womanhood, can then exculpate them from the sense of guilt and lift up 
their challenged femininity (Atkinson & Boles, 1984; Hochschild, 1989). While 
Hochschild called this "balancing principle", Greenstein (2000) coined it as "the 
gender deviance neutralization strategy". Their research strengthens the doing gender 
theory and underscores the . dynamics of doing gender for couples even in status 
reversed families. 
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2.2 Theoretical Framework for This Research 
GENDER IDEOLOGIES 
This research draws on the doing gender theory to underscore how interactions 
between couples reproduce household division of labor in a day-to-day basis. Men 
and women, however, do not interact with one another out of a vacuum. Rather, their 
actions are manufactured out of the fabric of culture and social structure (Pyke, 1996). 
These cultural norms together with their individual past experience develop into 
individual gender ideologies which affect the choice of production role a person wants 
to identify with and how much power in a marriage one wants to have (Hochschild, 
1989). While the gender ideology defines the gender practice and gender projects 
which then impinge on the actions of men and women, agents can also actively draw 
on their gender ideology and organize their behavior in application to the reality. In 
other words, gender ideologies provide a repertoire for husbands and wives to "do 
gender" at home. As a result, couples with traditional values often result in a more 
gender-segregated division of labor and wives usually end up doing a majority of 
housework (Blair & Lichter, 1991; Sanchez, 1994; Presser, 1994; Lee, 2002). Some 
research, on the other hand, find husband's attitude being more consequential (Ross, 
1987). In this research, gender ideology-be it traditional, transitional or 
egalitarian-is interpreted In three dimensions: marital power, expectation on 
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production role and expectation on emotionallabor. 
1) Marital power: Power refers to the cultural lines of authority, control and 
coercion (Connell, 1987). In families, husbands' power defines their wives' situation 
and IS exercised by subtle or overt means. Male's privilege is then constructed. 
According to Connell (1987), the collective expectation that WIves should do 
domestic work IS a way to show male dominance and female subordination in 
everyday's life. However, it is asserted that there are potentials for change of power 
even in a traditional patriarchal household because the gendered division of labor 
enables women to monopolize certain skills and knowledge (Connell, 1987; Gerson & 
Piess, 1985) 
2) Expectation on production role: It is well-recognized that in Hong Kong the 
gender ideologies like "men rule outside, women rule inside" (nan zhu wai, nu zhu nei) 
prevail. The conventional marital contract, with the expectation that men are 
breadwinners (mi fan ban zhu) and women are virtuous mothers and homemakers 
(xian qi liang mu), is a mainstream gendered belief. To what extent do the traditional 
beliefs in relations of production affect husbands and wives' negotiation in dividing 
housework? 
3) Expectation on emotional labor: management of emotions is an area of family 
work in which women are expected to do more than their fair share and it is often 
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invisible. So what is the ideological preferences and expectation of both spouses in 
emotional work? 
However, one should not expect the cultural notion of gender alone can 
determine the household division of labor. Some past research find inconsistency in 
the relationship between gender ideology and division of housework (Coverman, 
1985; Perry- Jenkins& Crouter, 1990, Thompson and Walker 1989). There are at least 
two reasons. First, the couples need to reconcile their ideology with one another. 
Second, their ideology may not be applicable to the reality of life (Hochschild, 1989). 
Past research has attempted to reconcile the former gap. For instance, Greenstein 
(1996) found that the interaction between couple's ideologies have an effect in 
housework division. She concludes that only when both couples are egalitarian do 
they share housework. However, her research does not intend to work out the reason 
why. Therefore, even she has put forward the concept and the result of ideological 
interactions between couples, the dynamics and mechanisms of the negotiation were 
not discussed. 
In addition, even though the couples share the same gender ideology, sometimes 
they cannot be applied to the reality of life. For example, the dual earning couple may 
face strenuous demands at work. Even if they are both traditional, the physical, 
emotional and time constraints may forbid the wife to fulfill certain domestic 
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obligations. This gap is particularly salient in status reversed couples who are with 
traditional gender ideologies. Both circumstances indicate that household division of 
labor is not determined by gender ideology in such a simple straightforward manner. 
To resolve the gap, gender strategies-"a plan of action through which a person tries 
to solve problems at hand, given the cultural notions of gender at play" (Hochschild, 
1989: 15)-need to be employed. 
DOING GENDER AND GENDER STRATEGIES 
The strength of "doing gender" theory is that it underscores how interactions between 
two sexes reproduce the institution. It illustrates how people interact and create 
differences that are not natural, essential, or biological between girls and boys, 
women and men on a daily basis (West and Zimmerman, 1987). This theory 
felicitously uncovers how couples, as active agents "do gender" when housework is 
negotiated and thus explaining why wives earn more but still do more. However, I do 
not intend to adopt Berk's (1985) theoretical interpretation of "doing gender" which 
only puts couples in a submissive-dominance dichotomy. She has assumed women's 
submission and men's dominance in the family when members draw on structural 
resources in a gendered hierarchy. No conflicts, either internal or external, are implied. 
This dichotomous model crystallizes women as passive victims and men as the big 
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bullies in mechanistic hierarchical gender relations. Such interpretation obscures the 
dynamics of negotiation between actors and the resistance of both parties in the 
arrangement of housework. 
"Doing gender" of couples does not mean having no disagreement or conflict. 
When the couple's gender ideologies conflict or/and when they struggle between 
family and work, there are discontentment, disagreement or even conflicts in 
housework division. In face of the immediate context, I contend that instead of always 
"playing dominance and submission", most husbands and wives need to employ 
strategies for doing gender and resistance in the marital negotiation process tacitly or 
verbally. However, during the process of housework negotiation, past studies 
authenticate that gender is very likely to be reproduced according to the "essential 
nature" of two sexes despite resistance (Hochschild, 1989). In this research, gender 
strategies used in the negotiation process will be elucidated. 
As suggested by Hochschild (1989), gender strategies are constructed when 
couples resolve their ideological differences and/or reconcile their gender ideology 
with the reality of life. During the negotiation, couples construct strategies based on 
their beliefs and the context (or "opportunity") and interact with their partner's 
strategy, which results in the pattern of household division of labor (Hochschild, 
1989). Despite the struggles, gender strategies like creating family myths of sharing, 
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women's supermomlng, men's delaying tactics very likely sustain the balance of 
power in favor of men. However, this does not mean that women blindly cope with 
the traditional work. While men being the primary beneficiaries of traditional marital 
relations are more likely to withdraw from confrontation that wants them to change, 
women on the other hand are more likely to be burdened and thus more likely to 
request for change (Christense & Heavey, 1990). However, given women's sense of 
primary responsibility in household, they are more tacit in negotiating and more often 
employ gendered strategies like playing helplessness and nagging to ask for help; 
while men, when their boundary is intruded are more likely to use direct bargaining 
strategies like scolding or fighting with their wives to preserve the status quo (Komter, 
1989; Kluwer, et. aI, 1997). Past research shows that gender discrepancies in 
strategies help maintain the traditional balance of marital power (Komter, 1989) 
Deploying the gender perspective, these previous research offer powerful explanation 
of marital dynamics in the interactionallevel as to why wives still do more housework 
despite earning more. 
EXISTING GAPS OF 'DOING GENDER' APPROACH IN FAMILY STUDIES 
However, the emphasis on dyadic relationships in familial interaction has simplified 
and narrowed the application of "doing gender". Past research has ignored the active 
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and prominent role of children and the couple's parents who reinforces the "doing 
gender" of husbands and wives in everyday life and thus affecting the household 
division of labor and the process and outcome of gender construction of these role 
reversed couples. "Children" and "old-aged parents" are usually referred to as either 
"household items". Numerous studies related to spouses' parents, for example, 
compared women and men's involvement in taking care of old-aged parents (e.g., 
AlIen, Blieszner, & Roberto, 2001; National Alliance for Caregiving and AARP, 1997; 
Stone, Cafferata, & Sangl, 1987). On the other hand, "children", if not treated as a 
"childcare" item, are merely helpers in the family (Solberg, 1990). Some research 
may compare the contribution between daughters and sons (Brannen, 1995; Berk 
1985) which implied that children are portrayed as passive beings molded by parents 
into appropriate gender roles. These "third parties" are usually treated as passive 
beings within the family. In this research, by looking at the influences of relevant and 
significant "third parties" such as children and parents of the couple, I hope to 
broaden the situational and structural contexts within which housework is negotiated, 
divided and conducted. 
UNDOING GENDER 
Based on the doing gender thesis, this research takes heed of the possibility of change 
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in gender relations between husbands and wives when housework is divided. While 
many social construction theorists have showed that gender relations are maintained 
when doing housework (West & Zimmerman, 1987; Hochschild, 1989; Tichenor, 
2005; Risman, 1998), some critics question about the conformity of individuals 
(Deutsch, 2007; Weber 2002; Winant 2002). In theory, the doing gender approach 
"implies that if gender is constructed, it can also be deconstructed. Gender institutions 
can be changed and the social interactions that support them can be undone" (Deutsch, 
2007: 108). The critics argued that past research on doing gender seems to preclude 
the possibility of dismantling gender or undoing gender. Therefore, they aver that the 
"inevitability implicit in this concept" will draw attention away from the possibility of 
resistance, reconstruction, rejection or even subversion (Kerfoot & Whitehead, 1998; 
Deutsch, 2007). Situated in an unconventional immediate context, this research that 
focuses on the provider wives and dependent husbands can shed light to the 
possibility, the condition and the process of undoing gender. 
"Undoing gender" (if it is happening) goes hand-in-hand with "doing gender". 
Here, undoing gender refers to the process in which gender difference or inequality is 
reduced or even become irrelevant (Deutsch, 2007). Though past research suggest that 
the unequal gender relations are maintained, it is still possible that reduction of gender 
differences in some areas is happening. At the ideological level, for instance, do status 
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reversed couples have a more egalitarian view on gender? Are the gendered identities 
of wife-homemaker and husband-breadwinner dichotomy distinctly unambiguous? At 
the interactionallevel, do couples use more gender neutral strategies when negotiating 
housework division? Do they make consensus based on mutual respect instead of 
one's marital power? In this research, I hope to delineate signs of reduction in gender 
difference/ inequality and shed light on the possible ways of "undoing gender" in 
household division of lab or. 
In addition, if undoing gender is happening, what is the mechanism behind its 
working and how can couples maintain the process of undoing gender? Borrowing 
from cognitive psychology, stereotypes often activated automatically. When men are 
seen dressing casual wear and strolling during working hours; pushing a pram or 
buying food in the wet market, a sense of "idleness", "failure at work" and "distain" 
are evoked in the popular imagination or in those men's self-perception. However, 
there are ways to reduce those (self-) stereotypes, including exposure to 
counterstereotypical images and thoughts and intentional attempts to avoid prejudice 
(Blair and Banaji 1996; Macrae and Bodenhausen 2000; Deutsch, 2007). Deducing 
from the concept, men who ·are less stereotyped when doing "women's work" are 
likely to be more willing to continue such behavior. 
Also, status reversed couples can work together by reducing the stereotypes in 
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day-to-day interaction. The labeled husbands and the higher earning wives try to undo 
gender by making the gender stereotype less relevant which may then result in a more 
equal share of housework. In short, interaction can be a possible site of change. 
Gender is constructed by doing in everyday context. However, with practical reasons, 
some status reversed couples may be forced to violate the norm and result in an 
unconventional arrangement between husbands and wives. These unintended 
subversive interactions may act as a source of change that drives the change of in the 
belief system. For example, a display of equally shared parenting demonstrates to 
others that parenting need not be gendered (Deutsch, 1999 & 2007; Lorber, 2005; 
Risman 1998). These degendered parenting couples provide a source of inspiration 
and reflections for their own way of life. With a change in such interactional 
scaffolding, the institutional arrangement could be incrementally changed (West and 
Zimmermann, 1987). 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 
This study primarily uses in-depth interviews which are supplemented with some 
participant observations to explore why higher-earning wives do not or cannot trade a 
higher income for less housework. Using qualitative research methods, I intend to 
describe the dynamics and the means in which couples come to construct and 
reconstruct relations. In-depth interviews provide me with flexibility in asking 
tailor-made questions for different individuals and the richness in meaning which fits 
my research objective of understanding the lives and the respective worlds from the 
subjects' point of view (Sanker and Gubrium, 1994: viii). 
Grounded theory approach is pursued in this research and respondents are chosen 
based on theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Therefore, instead of 
finding a representative sample of status reversed couples, I intend to maximize the 
range of respondents who differ in education, work status, occupation, income, length 
of marriage, number of children, age and religious background (Weiss, 1994).10 
3.1 The Sample 
The sample contains 14 wives, 14 husbands and 1 child from a total of 18 families 
10 Please see Table 1 for a detailed profile. 
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and in 10 of which, I interviewed both the husband and wife. Among the 18 families, 
13 of them are status reversed in terms of both income and occupational status. These 
status reversed wives accounted for 54% to 100% of total family income. Among 
them, 8 earned more than 60% of the total household income. Here, occupational 
status is judged by education required for the job and the position within the 
bureaucratic hierarchy (Tichenor, 2005). Twelve out of the 13 higher earning wives 
attained a higher occupational status. For the remaining wife who surpasses her 
husband in income only, her earnings double her husband's. 
Four less earning wives and 4 higher earning husbands from 5 families are also 
recruited as a comparison group. All the husband's income and occupational status 
are higher than their wives'. Husbands are the major providers and their income 
ranged from 630/0 to 100% of the total family income. This group serves to contrast 
with the status reversed couples so as to investigate whether spousal difference in 
economic resources varies housework division. 
The status reversed group and the companson group share similarities on 
demographic variables and are thus comparable. Husbands in the sample are aged 28 
to 63; while wives' age ranged from 25 to 53. In both groups, husbands are older than 
the wives on average (41 vs. 37 for status reversed couples; 44 vs. 43 for comparison 
couples). The status reversed couples have an average of 1.3 children, while it is 1.6 
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children for the comparison group. There are also no large discrepancies between the 
two groups in terms of income. On average, higher earning wives earn HK$30400 to 
the husbands' HK$11800 per month. For the comparison group, higher earning 
husbands earn HK$38400 to their wives' HK$12600 per month. Both groups include 
partners who do not have earnings. Most families (except for 2 families) are from the 
middle-class and have a higher household income than the median of $17500 in Hong 
Kong (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department, 2006). As individuals, their 
income is also higher than the median of $10000 in the territory (Hong Kong Census 
and Statistics Department, 2006). Both groups also include people from various 
educational backgrounds. Thirty-one percent of higher earning wives have at least a 
university degree compared to 23% of their husbands'. For the comparison group, 
40% of the husbands have a degree compared to 20% of the wives. As for the 
religious background, 380/0 of couples in status reversed families are Christians as 
compared to 40% in the comparison group. 
The sample, however, is limited because some voices are missing from this study. 
In 8 families, only one partner is willing to participate. Therefore, some families' 
conditions are delineated depending on one partner's account only. Yet I have tried to 
validate certain core subjects by rephrasing and asking some questions multiple times. 
Furthermore, the sample is predominantly middle-classed, which may thus 
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underrepresent the scene in lower and upper class families. 
3.2 Recruitment of Couples and Data Collection 
The respondents were recruited between 1 November 2007 and 8 June 2009 by 
convenIence sampling and snowball sampling. Eleven of the 29 respondents were 
referred by friends and relatives. Others are my acquaintances of which one pair is my 
parents. Some researchers may argue that familiarity tends to lead respondents to 
withhold information for fear of post-interview consequences (Wengraf, 2001). 
However, it is acceptable in this research for two reasons. First, it is always a taboo 
when wives earn more than the husbands in Chinese society. Therefore, this group is 
not easily accessible and discernable. According to Weiss (1994), even one sample in 
such unconventional groups is deemed valuable. Second, acquaintances are feasible as 
they are more willing to accept interviews and share more private and intimate 
thoughts about themselves and their family (Frankel & Devers, 2000; Pottie & 
Sumarah, 2004; Liu & Murphy, 2007).11 Post-interview consequences are minimized 
as confidentiality of information was also guaranteed. They were also informed that 
all names indicated in the body of the thesis are pseudonyms in order to protect their 
11 Though interviewing my own parents may involve the issue of problematic status as simultaneously 
and insider and an outsider, I try to stay 'neutral' during the interviews in terms of diction, tone of voice 
and the content of the questions. For instance, I tried to use ' your husband' instead of ' my father ' when 
I interview my mother. Though the 'insider's ' role as inevitable in such circumstances, I can see the 
advantage of being an insider/outsider as it enables me to both ' notice ' and 'problematize' the famili ar 
and obvious and thus asking questions that are more to the point (Bolak, H.C., 1997) 
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identity. 
Interviews with husbands and WIves are conducted separately In person. A 
semi-structured interview guide was designed in which the questions are divided into 
six different aspects: background information; household division of labor-past and 
present; marital negotiations and conflicts; perceived fairness; gender ideology and 
parental influence and identity. 12 It is, however, likely that respondents do not follow 
the questions closely. But then as long as they remain within the interview frame, I 
would just follow the respondents' associations. Conversations were recorded in MP3 
for easy reference except for one respondent who declined to be recorded. Among 
them, there is one telephone interview that lasted for 30 minutes. For others, the 
duration for all interviews is 1 to 2.5 hours and all of them are interviewed at their 
homes or In a cafe that is near to their office. Follow-up interviews with two 
housewives and a wife of the househusband were conducted with the former two 
lasted for 10 minutes and the latter one lasted for an hour. An incentive of $50 
supermarket coupon was paid to each respondent whose household income is less 
than $15000 though some respondents declined to accept this. 
In addition to the interviews, 6 families, of which all are my acquaintances, are 
under participant observations. Each home visit is about 2-4 hours including activities 
12 See Appendix Five for the details of the interview guide. 
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like dining with the family members, playing with the children and observing 
parent-children interactions. These observations serve to provide interesting insights 
which could not be achieved based on in-depth interviews alone. For instance, 
through observations, I can set myself in the context of the family and thus can better 
problematize the gender relations and household labor within it. Also, through 
observation, it helps to check respondents' discourse which may be biased or partly 
constructed in order to look socially desirable. 
3.3 Issues in the interviews 
During the interview, my "social identity" includes the characteristics of being a 
single, middle class and young female student. I notice that disparities exist between 
me and the respondents who are married and (most of them are) middle-aged. Further 
boundaries occurred when I interview men. Such differences lead to several 
methodological concerns. 
As an MPhil student, I was not considered to be a full member of the adult world 
as I am "still studying" and without "a proper job". Some respondents asked me 
questions like "what will you . do after you graduate?" It appears that I was not really 
treated as a researcher, but a student who needed to do an assignment. Being aware of 
my "student" status and that I am younger than most of them (except for one woman), 
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I tend to dress less casually so as to make an impression of a reliable competent 
researcher. But interestingly, though some respondents treat me as a student, it can be 
a privilege after all. Not being seen as an "expert", the respondents do not appear to 
be threatened and most of them share their stories with me freely even on sensitive 
issues like the past practice of cohabitation. I can see their intention to "help" me. 
Compared to interviewing men, women respondents tend to answer more 
enthusiastically and at greater length. According to Finch (1984), the main reason is 
that the respondents may feel understood as we share similar social experience as 
women. Though we have different marital status and I have not experienced 
motherhood, I actively listen to them and show interest in their stories as a young 
woman. We can build a good rapport as a result. Some even give advice on selecting 
mate and the attitude of living as if it was a mother-daughter dialogue at the end of the 
interview. 
Interviewing men in this research is a bit sensitive as it is culturally undesirable 
for a man to earn less than his wife. Some men give short answers and are not willing 
to share unsparingly. The reasons could be that men are less used to being questioned 
and intruded into the private parts of their lives (Finch, 1984) or they do not think that 
a female researcher can understand their lives (Tannen, 1992). In response to short 
answers, I usually ask follow-up questions, but to maintain the rapport, I do not insist 
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when further effort was in vain. When it comes to sensitive issue or when some men 
share their misfortune with me, I found myself playing a role of empathetic listener so 
as to encourage them to express further. 
Interestingly, "doing gender" does occur in the interviews where some men tend 
to reassert power through various means. First, some men try to cover up their 
troubles of their at-risk masculinity in front of me (a woman). For instance, a wife 
revealed me to the feeling of "losing his identity" of her husband when he was out of 
job and told me examples of his struggles at home. This contrasts with the account of 
the husband: 
[Lake: What did you do when you were out of work at that time?] I took 
some rest and watch the Olympics. I deliberately stopped working because 
I want to watch the Olympics. And sometimes, I became a consultant. All 
my [ex-] colleagues called me and consult me. I was so busy [ ... ] 
(John, senior property manager, higher earning husband, 
was unemployed for 3 months, 44) 
Later, he also boosted about the money he had after he quit his job. Asking about 
whether he felt unhappy 01' inferior about the unemployment status, he protested: 
No! I am competent and why fear? I know I can gain money. I have 
savings in my account. I have income. I don't feel inferior. Once I quit, 
I've got $200000. I have $500000 MPF. I don't think I don't have money. 
[ ... ] I knew I could find a job because I have reached a certain status in the 
job ladder already. Right? I was sure I could find one. It's a matter of 
which job I pick. I always believe in this. 
His account contrasts greatly with his wife's illustration about his fear and his sense 
of inferiority that he secretly told her. The wife added that she would not ask him to 
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do housework for fear that he perceived this as a mark of mockery. However, during 
the interview, he wanted to present an image of a gloriously successful man in front 
of others particularly when "this other" is a woman. 
Second, several men also construct power by questioning the meaning of the 
research, challenging one or two interview questions or interrupting me during the 
interview process. For instance, Clement, who studied psychology, questioned about 
the representation of the research given such a small sample. John, for instance, 
protested that I am illogical to ask him the question, "Do you think you are a good 
husband?" He suggested that I should ask his wife instead though I suggested that he 
could self-reflect upon himself. Such condition is rarely found in the interviews with 
women. Past research suggest that men feel threatened when they feel the researcher 
is more powerful than they are in the interview setting (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 
2001). 
The final issue is about interviewing children, who can be a resourceful actor in a 
family. In this research, I have included the voice of one child only though I have, in 
fact, interviewed four. As a stranger, it is difficult to get the permission from the 
parents to talk with their -children alone. In addition, upon their agreement, 
interviewing children is not an easy task. First, among the four children I attempted 
interviewing, three of them show great fear without the presence of their parents. As 
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suggested by Amato & Ochiltree (1987), I should be sensitive to their children's 
emotional status and occasionally provide assurance and verbal encouragement to 
them. Second, even though I have tried to simplified questions, some children have 
difficulties in understanding and reflecting about their situation. And some cannot 
verbalize their feelings and thoughts and they end up giving answers like "I don't 
know." This is one of the drawbacks of this research. 
3.4 Data Analysis 
Full verbatim transcripts of each interview are prepared in Chinese and then translated 
into English if direct quotes are used in the thesis. Observation notes were also taken 
immediately after home visits. In the production of transcripts, I tried to "listen 
around and beyond words" and be more sensuous by recalling the visual images 
during the interviews: the sounds of language, the silences and uncomfortable pauses 
(De Vault, 1986). Some reflective notes were also written to remind myself about 
interesting preliminary analysis, possible skepticisms and feelings anse after the 
interviews. I have also kept track of my "experiences, reactions, and emergIng 
awareness of any assumptions-or biases that come to the fore" (Morrow, 2005, p. 254). 
When conducting the data analysis, the information can preclude the chance of 
personal bias. 
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Though several assumptions about my research questions are inevitable, I also 
sought to keep an open mind to emerging patterns. Hence, line-by-line coding is used 
to identify concepts and new concepts that have emerged from the data. Memo 
writing was used throughout the whole data collection process so as to construct 
possible relationships between concepts. 
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Table 3.1: Profile of respondents 
This table summarizes the demographic profiles of my respondents 
Codes Names Age Occupation No. of Income per Other members 
children month 
1 Anita ",36 Civil engineer 2 ",$70000 NIL (history of 
2 Jordan ",46 Househusband Nil li ving with a 
domestic helper) 
3 Edith ",35 Merchandiser 0 $20000 NIL 
4 Paul ",35 Account clerk $17000 
5 Barry 28 Maintenance Worker 2 $15000 Husband's 
28 Shipping Officer 20000 parents, 
grandparents, 
domestic helper 
6 Peter 46 NGO Officer 2 $20000 Domestic helper 
7 Tanya 48 Head Nurse $50000 
8 Nick 11 (Peter and Tanya's son) 
9 Pamela 40 Account Technician 0 $20000 Husband's mother 
10 Gordon 47 Maintenance worker $15000 
11 Joey 40 Purchasing manager 3 $25000 Nil (history of 
50 Husband: unemployed Nil living with 
husband's mother 
who deceased 3 
years ago) 
12 Candice ",36 Nurse 1 $30000 Wife's mother 
13 Carl ",40 Stock agent $15000 
14 Ivy 25 Secretary to the boss 1 $27000 Wife's mother 
31 Assistant to lorry driver $8900 
15 Dennis 31 Maintenance worker 0 $14000 A dog 
31 Saleslady $20000 
16 Julia 29 Political party officer 2 $11000 Husband's 
17 Philip 34 Sports coach ",$7500 extended kin 
(work as a 
domestic helper) 
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18 Clement 43 Buyer (past history: 1 $30000 Domestic helper 
househusband for 2 
years) 
19 Sylvia 41 Senior Teacher ",$60000 
20 Thomas 63 Unemployed 2 NIL Nil 
53 Caretaker Gust Past salary: 
unemployed) $2000 
21 Joyce ",40 Nurse 2 $35000 Domestic helper 
",45 Businessman ",$70000 
22 Charles 44 Technician 1 $18000-200 Nil 
45 Clerk 00 
$6000 
23 Karen ",44 Housewife 2 Nil Domestic helper 
24 Simon ",41 Insurance agent $40000 (history of living 
with husband's 
grandmother) 
25 Ada 42 Housewife 2 Nil Nil 
26 Tim 49 Salesman $10000-130 
00 
27 Rebecca 42 Merchandiser 2 $40000 Domestic Helper 
41 Car sales 10000-1100 
0 
28 Amy 46 Administrative Manager 1 $22000 Part-time worker 
29 John 44 Senior Property Manager $50000 (recently sacked) 
(unemployed 2 times) 
* All names are pseudonyms 
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Chapter Four: Does Spousal Difference in Economic Resources vary 
Household Division of Labor? 
4.1 Nature of Housework 
According to the modem concept of work, in which its value depends on financial 
gains, housework is "the most inferior and marginal work of all" (Oakley, 1974). The 
images of washroom cleaning, cooking, vacuuming and dishwashing are evoked in 
our mind's eyes when "housework" is discussed. They are demeaned as "trivial" and 
unimportant when compared to the paid work in the popular imagination (Coltrane, 
2000). Some of my respondents share this view and resonate: 
When he comes back after work, he doesn't need to care about the dirt. 
He doesn't need to do trivial stuff. (Ada, housewife, 42) 
I handle the daily trivial stuff because basically he knows nothing about 
that. He sees the outcome only. 
(Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
[Lake: Who takes care of the budgeting of the household?] Haha ... for 
financial matters, I delegated to my secretary-my wife [ ... ] I am the 
Chief Executive. She is the Financial Secretary. 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 47) 
By labeling housework as "dirty", "trivial" or "secretarial work", it is commonly 
perceived that housework is menial and of little worth or importance. Although some 
people might find pleasure in doing it, most men and women in my study reported 
that they did not like housework. One even commented that "[he] hate [ s] housework 
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horribly since [his] birth" (Clement, a 43-year-old administrative manager), while 
others vividly described being "afraid of the spilled oil and washing raw meat and fish 
which gives out noxious smell" (Edith, a 35-year-old merchandiser). 
However, limiting "housework" as chores fails to give a full picture of household 
work in modem families. Here, I would broaden the aspects of housework to "unpaid 
work done to maintain family members and/or a home." (Shelton and John 1996, p. 
300) Thus, "housework" can fall into four categories in the context of Hong Kong: 
household chores, parenting, taking care of in-laws and management of domestic life. 
Under household chores, there are housekeeping, cooking, dishwashing, laundry, 
grocery shopping and household repairs and fixing. Under parenting, it includes the 
physical care of the child (for example, feeding, changing diapers, bathing the child, 
taking the child to different interest classes), education of the child (for example, 
checking homework, revising with the child, attending school's activities), emotional 
work involved when teaching children and playing with children. "Taking care of 
in-laws" refers to the physical and psychological care of the couples' parents. For 
management of domestic life, it includes budgeting, bills-paying and investing, 
scheduling domestic chores · and events (for the couples themselves or domestic 
helpers). 
Given this definition and as objectively reflected in the data, it was found that 
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most housework is substantively complex, "repetitive and routine" and it requires 
close supervision just like other paid work (Kohn and Schooler 1969). By delineating 
the nature of housework, I would like to better conceptualize "housework" in this 
research. 
i) Substantive Complexity of Housework 
Housework is substantively complex in a sense that the work requires much thought 
and independent judgment (Schooler et aI., 1984). Very often, homemakers encounter 
problems that demand creativity, reflection and deliberation. Karen, a housewife, 
recounts how she solved the problem of her skinny baby by inventing new methods of 
feeding: 
Why is my baby so skinny? Then I think there must be a way to help with 
his absorption of nutrients. Ah! I observed that he ate very slowly and very 
little each time. Then, I fed him more often with a small amount each time. 
For every two hours, I fed him with 3 oz. of milk. Supposedly a baby 
should eat 7 oz. every 4 hours. I used the same pattern when feeding him 
with porridges. [Lake: Why didn't you give him more for each meal?] No! 
He would throw up if you gave him too much! Then, I observe that he 
became fatter and now he is really fat as he could absorb the nutrients. 
(Karen, housewife, 44) 
To help the baby to gain weight, close observation of the baby's eating habits and 
some knowledge of feeding are needed. After detailed analysis, she formulated a 
solution, which requires constant evaluation. Sharing a similar level of complexity, 
some mothers seek to encourage their children to learn by designing motivation 
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programs: 
The teacher gives him [her son] a tick, a cross or just leaves it blank 
depending on how well he did ... for 90% of the time, my son gets a cross 
because of irresponsibility-like missing homework or forgetting to bring 
the homework. Every day he gets a cross [ ... ] so I think of a way to 
encourage him. That is, to have a points-reward scheme. After reaching 
certain points, he could get a prize ... but in fact, I need to keep reminding 
myself to give him points. Now he gets several thousand points [ ... ] last 
time, he got 500 points and we went to N gong Ping 360 and once he got 
1000 points and we went to Ocean Park [ ... ] 
(Anita, engineer, higher earning wife, 36) 
Designing a motivation scheme that works is not easy. She needs to make the 
goal achievable, the incentive not too excessive and the prizes that appeal. All the 
schemes be it motivation schemes or punishing schemes as suggested by other 
mothers alike require deliberation, reflection and modifications according to different 
circumstances. Childless married women, on the other hand, complained about the 
strains when sequencing household tasks which are necessary for the normal 
functioning of the family. Again, this complexity of sequencing and prioritizing work 
cannot be undermined. 
ii) Routinization and repetitiveness 
Majority of housework are routine chores with an imperative nature and the demands 
must be met daily and repetitively. An account by a househusband can explicitly 
capture this: 
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At 7, I wake my son up. He has to go to school. After I send him to school, 
it's already 8. And it's my daughter's turn to wake up. I have to arrange for 
her towel, pack her school bag and drive her to school at 8:45 ... then, I 
come back home and drive my wife to work. After that, I shop for food. 
Then, here comes the golden time-my breakfast time. After I come home, 
I sweep the floor and wash the clothes. Yes, I do it daily ... see how clean 
the floor is? [Smiles smugly] Then, I cook the meal for my son and 
grandma in the afternoon and hurry him to do the homework, practice 
violin and then I play with him. At 4, he has to take a bath and take a nap. 
While he is taking a nap, I drive my daughter back home. I help her to take 
a bath and then dry her hair. Then, it's about 5. I get going again to drive 
my wife back home. After she comes home, she cooks for us and I do the 
dishes. After dinner and everything, it's about 9 and I pray with them and 
see them sleep. This is the regular pattern from Monday to Friday. 
(Jordan, househusband, 46) 
The elaborative schedule IS shared by most full-time mothers or working 
mothers alike. Usually, these routines are "nondiscretionary", "repetitive" and 
"unrelenting" (Thompson and Walker, 1989) 
iii. Closeness of Supervision 
By closeness of supervision, here I mean the need for intense care when carrying out 
the household tasks. This is especially true for the supervision of children and 
domestic helpers in the family. Candice told me how she closely supervises her 
daughter: 
[After dinner,] I watch her doing homework for her abacus class. Then she 
practices violin, reads books and draws pictures afterwards. Drawing 
pictures is a post-reading task for the school library books [ ... ] But by 
then it's very late [laughs ]-about nine or ten. And I urge her to brush her 
teeth, and we go to bed together. But she likes reading books, so she begs 
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me to lend her some [ ... ] and then we [she and her daughter] crawl into 
bed. 
She has violin lesson at home. I watch her play. Last week, she played 
only 3 times for one lesson which lasts for half an hour. She fooled around 
all through [ ... ] When the teacher asked her to play 'E', she didn't obey 
[ ... ] I was infuriated. (Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
It is very common for mothers like Candice to supervise their children closely 
and some lamented that this is simply inevitable if they want their children to be on 
tasks. Likewise, other women also complain about the need to oversee their domestic 
helpers in household work. During the participation observations, many wives gave 
instructions to the helpers incessantly about the household tasks, the time for 
escorting their children back home and they took heed of the movement of the 
domestic helper in the house. 
As revealed from the above analysis, housework is indeed "work" and its nature 
is even comparable to paid work. However, some housework is considered women's 
work, while others belong to men. In the next section, I would delineate who does 
what and more by using both hard figures and the personal account of couples. 
4.2 Who does what and more? 
FROM THE FIGURES 
In the interviews, respondents were asked about their share of household 
responsibilities. Instead of giving them a predetermined list, I entered the field in an 
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open-minded manner and the household items were grounded from respondents' 
report. For each named task, I asked the respondent to assess who did it and who did 
more if shared. Among all the interviews, there was only 1 case of discrepancies 
between the separate report from the wife and the husband. 13 The overview of the 
household division of labor is shown in Table 4.1 below. 
While both wives and husbands were involved in routine chores, it was obvious 
that wives' contribution exceeds that of their husbands'. Those chores are suggested to 
be more onerous and less discretionary (Coltrane, 2000). On the other hand, the 
majority of husbands (78%) were responsible for non-routine tasks like "fixing and 
repairing" which are more peripheral to the functioning of the household, more 
occasional and flexible. In addition, slightly more husbands were involved in playing 
with their children than their wives. Some studies also showed that there are more 
"leisure components" in husbands' involvement in housework. 
To get an overall view, the couples were asked about who does more overall. Out 
of 18 families, wives in 13 families (72%) were found to be responsible for more 
housework. Two couples said they shared housework responsibility equally and 3 
admitted that the husbands had been doing more. 
13 In that particular case, I ended up giving more weight to the wife's response for three reasons. First, 
the wife can provide detail accounts of the process of the housework items, while the husband cannot 
or did not when asked. Second, the wife is more veracious about many sensitive issues like their 
cohabitation relationship before entering into marriage, while the husband is equivocal about thi s. 
Third, past studies showed that husbands are more likely to overreport their participation in domestic 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































FROM IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 
The hard figures have in fact underplayed women's work by hiding "the invisible" 
housework and that they fail to explain why mothers play with children less often. In 
the following part, I would like to substantiate "who does what" with the couples' 
personal accounts from the in-depth interviews. 
WOMEN'S INVISIBLE WORK 
By invisible, here I mean various kinds of emotional work, childminding work and 
the household management (Coltrane, 2000). They are often carried out to enable the 
smooth operation of the family in which no one notices (Wright, et. al. 1992; Daniels, 
1987). From the interviews, it was found that the "invisible" work is mostly done by 
women. 
Childminding by Telephone check 
Rebecca, a merchandiser, has to attend many business trips occasionally. Instead of 
freeing from the loads at home, she keeps checking with the two sons through distant 
calls: 
[Were you worried when you left for the business trips?] I always 
call back home and my son reports to me. You can see that I never 
switch off the cell phone. I told him to call me after school and I 
asked him about the situation at home. I ask whether my younger 
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son is coughing or not; whether he eats too many sweets; when 
daddy is coming back [ ... ] But I am worried when my sons are sick 
or that they need to have exams and tests when I am out of town. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Similarly, Tanya is always worrying about her kid when she comes home late: 
[ ... ] I miss them a lot. I know that my son has two tests this week: 
English and General Studies. I know he cannot study much the night 
before [ ... ] I ask him on the phone about his progress al!d he told me 
that my younger daughter is helping him. 
(Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
Her 12-year-old son, Nick also mentioned about his mother's constant contact with 
him and his tutor: 
When I don't go to school, she calls me before lunch or during lunch. 
When I have lessons that day, she calls me in the afternoon [ ... ] She 
also calls my tutor. .. um ... and tells him what I am weak at, which 
subject requires his attention and she asks my tutor to give me more 
worksheet ... haha ... 
Household/Child management at the office 
Usually higher earning wives are busy women who have a very tight schedule when 
balancing their work and family life. In effect, they may think of some creative ways 
in fulfilling both tasks instead of relying on their husbands. Ivy told me how she 
manages her child at the office: 
The childcare centre closes at 6 p.m. and I ask my friend to send my 
girl to the office as I rarely knock off then. [ ... ] Sometimes if I have to 
see the client that day, I have to request my colleagues to help out [ ... ] 
Luckily, my girl is very obedient at my office, though occasionally, she 
went into tantrum because of sleepiness or hunger. I have prepared 
some color pencils and toys in my drawer. When she plays, she doesn't 
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make a noise. From time to time, I also rock her to sleep. 
(Ivy, secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
Many people may think that Ivy is effortlessly putting the child in the office because 
her thoughtfulness, preparation work and the inconvenience of taking her child to the 
office are simply invisible and unknown. For wives who do not have children, they 
too manage household stuff by utilizing their time at work. Edith, a merchandizer, 
who describes herself as "not knowing how to cook an egg at the beginning", told me 
how she learns to cook after marriage: 
Sometimes, I do repeat the dishes, but I try not to. During lunch break [at 
office], I download the recipes from the web and print them out. Of course, 
I have to assess whether I have the ability to make them. Usually, I won't 
read them at home. (Edith merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
Pamela also told me why she can prepare so many dishes even though she had to 
work long hours: 
[Wow, how come you can prepare so many dishes?] Haha ... of course 
they are not prepared by me! I think of the dishes when I was traveling 
to work and then I call my friend to buy the food and mix the sauces for 
me. Then, after work, I meet her at the MTR station and then bring them 
back and cook. (Pamela, account technician, higher earning wife, 40) 
-notes from participant observation 
From the data, it reflects that sometimes the housework is done quietly by the 
women without the awareness from their family members. It is burdensome to many 
wives especially when they are under the stress from both family and paid work. 
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Emotional work 
Within a household, it IS essential to manage emotional climate and maintain 
interpersonal relations through emotional work. They are essential but often 
"invisible" hiding behind the big word of "love" (Hochschild, 1983). Emotional work 
involves activities that help to enhance others' emotional well-being and to provide 
emotional support so as to build positive emotions and closeness, to repair and 
regulate negative feelings and interpersonal conflicts (Erickson, 1993; 2005; Strazdins, 
2000). Closely related to the presumed "natural" and "feminine tendency", such work 
is often put on women's shoulder and is neglected despite the great demand of time, 
effort and skills. Regretfully, attention to this aspect is still very limited (Coltrane, 
2000; Erickson, 2005). Throughout the interviews, emotional work done by the wives 
interweaves their recounts. 
i. Emotional work when dealing with children 
As reflected from the data, child education and child care work is mostly done by the 
mothers and emotional work is evident in their interviews which report their 
participation in areas like solving the interpersonal conflicts, comforting, encouraging 
and facilitating interaction for their child. Rebecca told me a common scene at home: 
Whenever [my sons] have a quarrel, they seek my help. I would 
separate them. "Back off! Back off! Back off! Stop fighting!" Then I 
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give a glass of water to my older son and use handkerchief to wipe 
away their tears. Usually, my younger son bullies him. In the 
meantime, I try to calm them down and comfort them. But daddy is 
not so patient. He jibed, "Who ask you to walk near him [younger 
son]? You won't be beaten if you don't walk near. You are served. " 
Haha ... this hurts a child's feeling. My older son didn't do anything 
wrong. I just walk near to play with my younger brother, but he hit 
me and pushed me. And you now teased me for this? I feel wronged! 
I want to cry14. Sometimes, I also ask my husband to change his tone. 
"If you talk to him this way, he won't share anything with us again 
when he is older. "(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
In this exemplar incident, this mother contrasts hugely with her husband's response in 
that she made effort to stop the fight, to comfort her children, to express her empathy 
and to feel the feelings of her son. To enable a better emotional climate in the future, 
she also interacts with her husband and requests him to change. Sibling fights and 
interpersonal conflicts are common in all families and usually women, like Rebecca in 
this case are responsible for solving the problems. 
Apart from the emotional work involved in conflicts, it is common for mothers 
to have pillow talk with their kids so as to listen to their problems and share their 
thoughts. Candice and Sylvia, for example, recount: 
We [Candice and her daughter] sleep together. In her bed, we talk a lot. 
That's why we are very close [ ... ] Now we chose st. Stephen's College 
anyway. We don't talk too much about this. I just tell her [ daughter]: 
"Um ... maybe we should leave this to God. God will choose the best 
school for you." (Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
He cannot sleep alone since his birth. He loves to be accompanied. We 
talk in bed until he gets into sleep. He likes this. [Does dad sleep with 
14 This line is Italic as she used first-person to indicate her son's thoughts. 
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him too?] Urn ... yes, sometimes when I went home late. But he won't 
talk to him because my husband likes listening to the radio at night. 
(Sylvia, teacher, higher earning wife, 41) 
Exhibiting their love, mothers show emotional support by giving an empathetic ear to 
their children. In some cases, mothers not only show support to their children at home, 
but also in order to ensure their children's psychological and emotional well-being, 
mothers often negotiate with the children's teacher at school. Anita expresses her 
"sufferings" : 
To make a child grow [ ... ], the teacher should not just penalize him 
and blacklist him. I am always struggling with the school. It's a kind of 
suffering! [ ... ]The P.3 teacher often uses social pressure to force my 
son to comply. However, she hurts my son's self-esteem. Sometimes, 
the teacher complained to daddy about my son's poor behavior in front 
of my son, his classmates and other parents at the school gate [ ... ] This 
hurts my son's self-esteem. That's why, I wrote in the student 
handbook saying that I disagreed with her methods as my son feels 
hurt. "Talk to me in person if you have any complaints. I will come and 
talk whenever you please." 
(Anita, civil engineer, higher earning wife, 36) 
As reported by Anita, in addition to encouraging her son, she also helped him by 
talking to his teacher frOlll time to time in the phone or at school. Her effort and time 
in improving her child's emotional well-being is huge but 'invisible'. 
ii. Emotional work when dealing with in-laws or their own parents 
In the Chinese context, emotional work in family setting also involves the extended 
families. In my sample, three families are living with in-laws or parents. For the rest 
65 
of the fifteen families, nIne of them mention such work though the level of 
involvement varied. It ranges from occasional expreSSIon of care to intensive 
emotional care due to sickness. Maintaining a good relationship with in-laws in 
particular is one of the major responsibilities for a married woman. There are various 
ways to provide these emotional services. Rebecca elucidates her role in organizing 
functions and the caring for the in-laws: 
I am also responsible for organizing functions for his parents and 
sisters. For instance, I remind others members about the birthday of my 
mother-in-law and my husbands' sisters. I arrange them and I am 
responsible for buying this and that for them [ ... ] 
Sometimes, I ask my son to call my mother-in-law. I think she loves 
listening to my son's voice more than mine. Haha .. .I told my son, 
"Call grandma now. The weather is cold. Remind grandma to wear 
more clothes. " I am sure she is glad about this. You know, it's a call 
from a grandson. But of course, I need to remind him. He is too young 
to care about this, right? He'd rather call his classmates. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Similarly, Ada, a full-time housewife always takes time off to visit her parent-in-law. 
Her husband extolled: 
My mom has high regard of [my wife]. My wife is very nice to my 
parents. This is the strength of my wife. She likes to chat with them 
casually about everything. Old people love to be cared. And my wife is 
good at pleasing my mom and making her happy. She visits them from 
time to time in the afternoon. (Ada, housewife, 42) 
When conflicts arise between the wives and the in-laws, usually the wives bear with 
the negative feelings instead of venting their anger towards their in-laws. Edith, for 
example, said "patience" is needed when dealing with in-laws and Rebecca blatantly 
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said that "retorting them is a deadly sin". 
iii. Emotional work when dealing with domestic helpers 
A sustainable relationship with domestic helper is vital. As Joyce puts it, "You can't 
destroy the relationship as your children are in her hands!" Rebecca also tried to make 
the domestic helper "feel at home". Such work, however, is highly gendered. As 
reflected from the data, among the nine couples that hire domestic helpers, wives in 
eight families is mostly responsible for dealing with the helpers. Relational work like 
solving conflicts, reducing tension with domestic helpers and counseling the 
homesick foreign helpers are common emotional tasks to ensure "the new family 
member" can work happily. It was found that the husbands do not talk to the domestic 
helpers directly. Wives, in effect, become the buffer in most conflicts. These wives 
reported: 
I am troubled as I feel like a "bruised frontline soldier" (fan tou cu) all 
the time. Once our iron disappeared and was replaced by the one taken 
from the part-time's home. She said it's a better one, but we suspected 
that she had broken it. My husband wasn't happy about it. Time and 
again, he told me to ask the part-time. So I asked my part-time and she 
doesn't look happy. Another time, it's about the washing machine. At 
last, I just ask my husband, "Why me again? " 
(Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 47) 
[My husband] doesn't like people touching his Gundam collection. This 
is his sore point! Once, my servant wiped off the dust of a Gundam toy. 
Haha ... he decried, "Grrrr! Tell her not to touch my things. She doesn't 
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know how to put it. See? The positioning of this gun is wrong. It should 
be in that direction. She thought I couldn't notice." So I did as he told. 
(Rebecca, merchandizer, higher earning wife, 42) 
Instead of talking to the domestic helpers face-to-face, the husbands complained 
to their wives who then toned down a bit when demanding for changes. Wives, in a 
sense, are the lubricant in tense relationships. In addition, wives are also responsible 
for fostering a better relationship with their domestic helpers through various means: 
Sometimes, if possible, I chat with [my domestic helper] on Saturday 
and Sunday when time allows. I think living in a foreign country is quite 
depressing. She probably misses home. So I show my concern over her, 
her brothers and mother at home. 
(Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
Rebecca, on the other hand, celebrated her domestic helpers' birthday: 
I am very nice to her. She called me by my name. No helpers called me 
'mom' so far. You know, I arranged for her birthday party. I am a very 
friendly employer. (Rebecca, merchandiser higher earning wife, 42) 
Again, such work like reducing tension with domestic helpers requires emotional 
management. Suppressing their anger, the mothers are reluctant to offend the helpers 
as they fear of their revenge on their precious children. Some mothers check their 
babies and small children occasionally to see if there are any bruises or wounds. 
PLAYING WITH KIDS- MEN'S WORK? 
Earlier in the chapter, it was found that husbands play with children more often than 
their wives. Understanding that this role is important, the nature of it is, however, 
more fun, more discretionary and less burdensome than the wife's onerous and routine 
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work. Barry, a maintenance worker, expresses his joy: 
[What kind of games do you two play?] We play TV games together and 
sometimes we play monster and superman. I love kids. They are so cute. 
[How do you feel when you play with them?] Of course, I feel happy and 
excited. (Barry, maintenance worker, less earning husband, 28) 
Leisure components in playing are evident. In addition, it can be less grueling even 
though most husbands are extremely fatigue after work. As Simon, an insurance agent, 
explains: 
[Won't you feel tired after a day s work?] Yes, I feel tired sometimes. But 
it's okay, I just utter a few words: "hmmm, hmmm" .. . hahaha ... [My sons] 
just want my presence. It's okay to respond to him from time to time. 
"What are you playing? Okay, go ahead!" Sometimes, I also said, "I am 
busy. Go and play with your brother. " 
(Simon, insurance agent, higher earning husband, 41) 
While mothers also like to play with their children, the time of participation is less 
than that of their husbands. The main reason is that many times, when the fathers are 
playing with the children, the mothers are doing chores: 
Usually dad plays with the kids once he comes home. It's very delightful. 
Hmmm, they love daddy a lot [ ... ] When daddy doesn't have special 
things to attend to, three of them will watch TV together. They like 
watching Sports TV and documentaries [You said 'three of them '. So this 
doesn't include you.] Right, as I don't have time to watch TV. I must be 
doing something like tidying stuff, checking the incoming letters, 
checking the bills and arranging the clothes. [What do you mean by 
arranging the clothes?] It's like exchanging the summer clothes with the 
winter ones and vice versa. (Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
For twice a year, I am responsible for changing seasonal clothes and 
yearly cleaning of the household. [My husband] helped me to take the 
kids out to play basketball or watch movies or to do anything that drives 
them out of here. I should say: to entertain the kids. Then, I can work on 
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the cleaning and tidying quietly. (Joyce, nurse, less earning wife, 40) 
In the same vein, Simon also admitted, "When I am playing with the kids, usually 
Karen is busy cooking or preparing for the dinner." Devoting more time on the chores, 
couples' account may explain why wives tend to play less with their kids. 
Considering the results of the hard figures and interviews, it is indicated that wives in 
general do more housework with a greater emotional intensity. 
4.3 Earnings and Housework Division 
According to the resources theory, it is suggested that the more dependent the wives, 
the less housework their husbands have to bear and vice versa. This research use 
income and occupational status as the primary criteria for "dependence". Targeting on 
the status reversed couples, 13 wives out of 18 families earn higher than their 
husbands. Their income accounted for 54% to 100% of total family income. For the 
compare group in which husbands are the major providers, their income ranges from 
63% to 100% of the total family income. IS 
As shown in Table 4.1 , of the 5 couples in which wives earn less, 4 wives did 
more housework and 1 wife did less than her husband. This result is consistent with 
the logic of resource theory that expects greater income of one spouse can trade with 
the other for less housework. However, of the 13 wives who earn more than the 
15 For details, read Chapter Three "Research Methodology" 
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husbands, my data shows that 9 wives unexpectedly shouldered more housework than 
their husbands. Two couples shared equally and 2 husbands do more than their wives. 
In line with the past studies (Hochschild, 1989; Bolak, 1997; Brines, 1994; F erree, 
1991; Larson, 1984; Zuo and Bian, 2001; Tichenor, 2005), the results show that the 
relationship between earning and the amount of housework are unsubstantiated and 
interestingly, some husbands do more housework even when they earn more than their 
wives. This seems to be incompatible with the logic of the resource theory. 
As suggested, the role of earnings in affecting the household division of labor is 
minor. However, digging from the data, "money" is not totally irrelevant at least in 
two ways. First, the income is important in a practical sense when it is imperative for 
one parent to take care of the kids because of special physical and emotional care. In 
Rebecca' case, for instance, I was told that her husband was left to take care of their 
son because of kidney problem. The major consideration is that Rebecca' income 
makes up 75% of the household income. However, after a few weeks, Rebecca could 
not bear being away from her son as "her soul is at home" and at last she quit her job 
and her husband went to work. Likewise, Clement, an administrative manager also 
quit his job to take care of his hyperactive son. He also admitted that the higher 
income of his wife (67% of the total) is one of the reasons for such decision. 
Second, earning has an effect in a way that the macro-economy presses more 
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men to lose their jobs which affect the housework sharing behavior. In my study, the 
two unemployed husbands are affected by adverse economic climate and the changing 
economic structure. One was an ivory craftsman and other was a factory owner whose 
industries have become obsolete. The loss of jobs which results in having no income, 
however, does not drive them to do more housework as presumed by resource theory. 
On the contrary, the loss of earnings presses them to "do gender" by doing less 
housework. This will be discussed in the later chapters. 
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Chapter Five: Gender Ideology and Household Division of Labor 
The preVIOUS chapter illustrates that it is speCIOUS to use spousal difference in 
economic resources to explain household division of lab or. Higher earning wives 
cannot or do not get a similarly substantial reduction in their household burden like 
male breadwinners. In this chapter, I contend that the gendered backdrop is the major 
reason for the dysfunction of the economic logic. Thus, the gender perspective will be 
drawn on to explicate why wives earn more but still do more at home. 
5.1 Overview of Couples' Gender Ideology 
Gender ideology is a set of beliefs that define what an appropriate man and woman 
should be like with regard to familial and marital roles (Greenstein, 1996; Hochschild, 
1989). They provide the rules of thumb for couples to organize their behavior and "do 
gender". Some past research (Blair & Lichter, 1991; Sanchez, 1994; Presser, 1994; 
Lee, 2002) indicates that a traditional gender ideology can result in a more 
gender-segregated division of labor of which wives are responsible for the majority of 
housework. But some fail to .find their relationship (Coverman, 1985; Perry- lenkins 
& Crouter, 1990; Thompson and Walker 1989). In this part, I will evaluate their 
relationship In explaining why the majority of higher earnIng wIves are still 
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responsible for the bulk of housework. 
From the emerging data and based on Hochschild's (1989) delineation, there are 
three types of gender ideology-traditional, transitional and egalitarian. They could 
be speculated in terms of marital power, expectation on men and women's 
production role and expectation on emotional labor. Individuals with traditional 
ideology are likely to identify with the traditional gender role (as a wife or a mother 
for woman; as a breadwinner for man). The "pure" traditional couples believe that 
men should have greater marital power and authority in making major decisions for 
the family and the family members (Hochschild, 1989). The wife is also expected to 
provide emotional support for her breadwinner husband and children. On the contrary, 
egalitarian couples want to share power with one another. The egalitarian couples 
believe in women's importance in public role like men (Hochschild, 1989). Therefore, 
they believe in a joint domestic duty. For transitional couples, while the wife wants to 
identify with her home as well as work, she believes that her husband should put more 
emphasis on work than she does. In other words, her job is more optional. The 
husband shares the same view. He is contented with the wife's assistance in earning 
money, but he expects that th~ wife should also be responsible for caring for the home 
and the emotional needs of family members as well (Hochschild, 1989). Based on the 
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above categorization, here is the overview of the couples' gender ideologies: 16 
Table 5.1: Eighteen couples' gender ideology 
Husband Husband Husband Total 
Traditional Transitional Egalitarian 
Wife traditional 7 2 0 9 
Wife transitional 3 3 1 7 
Wife egalitarian 0 1 1 2 
Total 10 6 2 18 
As seen from the table above, 52.80/0 of the individuals in my sample have traditional 
gender ideology; 36.1 % are transitional and 11.1 % are egalitarian. 17 More husbands 
as shown above appear to hold a traditional view than their wives. In relations to the 
household division of labor, of the non-egalitarian husbands, around 80% of their 
families rely largely on their wives for housework duties. This result appears to be in 
line with the past studies of gender ideology in Hong Kong which shows that the 
traditional gender ideology in terms of power and production relations is one of the 
reasons leading to an unequal division of labor at home (Lee, 2002; Salaff, 1995). 
5.2 Couples with Traditional Gender Ideology and Household 
Division of Labor 
MARITAL POWER 
Along the patriarchal cultural line of authority and coercion, men's status is higher 
16 Since not both husband and wife are present in each family, I rely on the present member 's 
illustration of the gender ideology of their partner. 
17 It should be noted that the sample drawn are not representative and thi s cannot be inferred to the 
larger population in Hong Kong. 
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than women (Connell, 1987). Such power structure implies that wives should do 
domestic work and husbands should continue the privilege of being served in families 
(Risman and Johnson-Sumerford, 1998). In this study, many couples regardless of the 
comparative income claimed that the husbands are the "boss" of the family. Their 
basic discourse is that they are the ones who make major decisions and the wives, on 
the other hand, are slighted as "assistants" or are peripheral to household decisions: 
After all, I think I am the head of the family. My wife recognizes that I am 
responsible for all decisions like financial decisions, the choice of school 
for my girl, the touring spot for the year [ ... ] [As for my role in the 
extended family], when father is not here, everyone [all women] at home 
has to consult me about what they can do or cannot do; like "Can I buy 
this and that for the house?" "Can I do this?" So they ask me before they 
take any action. Only if I say 'yes' will they go ahead. 
(Barry, maintenance worker, less earning husband, 28) 
[Lake: Who takes care of the budgeting of the household?] Haha ... for 
financial matters, I delegated to my secretary-my wife [ ... ] I am the 
Chief Executive. She is the Financial Secretary. 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
I think I can do well at work, but not in the family [ ... ] To be a good wife, 
one needs to be backing up the locomotive, i.e. your husband silently at 
the back. This is not easy. (Edith, Merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
I inherited some traditional thoughts that men should be the head of the 
family. Sometimes we have disagreements even after having thorough 
discussions. However, he should make the final decision. I can express my 
views or I can try to persuade him. But ultimately, he is the decision 
maker. (Joyce, Nurse, less earning wife, 40) 
Crowning a husband as the "boss", the "head", the "locomotive" or the CEO of the 
family implies power and privilege. This belief is recognized by both husbands and 
76 
wives and is thus legitimate. In some families, marital power is reflected by the 
gendered classification of "big" and "small" in family work: 
I am responsible for small stuff. [My husband] is responsible for the 
bigger ones. For example, he is responsible for big issues like planning 
family trips. He is responsible for the external stuff. And I am responsible 
for the internal stuff. (Sylvia, Senior Teacher, higher earning wife, 41) 
My husband doesn't consider much about the details. He will tell me an 
overall direction for the choice of school, for example. He doesn't care 
about the details like arranging the extra-curricular activities for our kids 
etc. He doesn't care much. Every night, I report to him about the kid's 
daily encounter. If there is nothing big, Daddy won't comment. 
(Tanya, Nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
Such division of 1abor simulates the work setting where the boss sets the blueprint and 
the subordinate does the donkey work. Such embedded power hierarchy justifies and 
legitimizes the subordinate position of wives and the ascendancy of husbands. The 
differential marital power has laid a solid foundation for reproducing an unequal 
housework division. 
DOMESTIC RESPONSIBILITY AS EMPOWERING? 
While it is often asserted that the powerless wives are coerced to do housework, 
paradoxically, others argue th.at it is from housework that women can derive power. It 
is contended that being omniscient in every domestic detail, women can make 
domestic decisions. Also, as mothers, women play a dominate role in bringing up the 
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next generation of wholesome autonomous individuals who would be in power in the 
future (Hartsock 1983; Kranichfeld 1987). Their values and behavior are all shaped 
by this primary caregiver. Therefore, from housework and childcare, women gain 
their importance despite the sacrifices they may make. In effect, women with such 
mentality tend to do more housework in general. In my studies, 6 women (2 
housewives and 4 higher earning wives) possess such mentality. 
These women identify childcare as the women's reign. This explains why they 
tend to be very much "child-centred". Candice, for example, follows her daughter 
everywhere once she comes home: 
[Lake: What do you usually do after you come home?] For most of the time, 
[pauses and holds her breath] I stick with my daughter [ ... ] [After dinner], I 
watch her doing homework for her abacus class. Then she practices violin, 
reads books and draws pictures afterwards. Drawing pictures is a post-reading 
task for the school library books [ ... ] But by then it's very late [laughs], about 
nine or ten, and I urge her to brush her teeth, and we go to bed together. But 
she likes reading books, so she begs me to lend her some [ ... ] and then we 
[she and her daughter] crawl into bed. 
(Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
She is aware of her close scrutiny and how this affects her husband's interaction with 
her daughter. She said, "As I take care of her once I come back, Carl (her husband) 
cannot communicate with her." Though she complains about her fatigue, she enjoys 
the intangible benefits of love and power: 
We [she and her daughter] talk and speak with each other before she 
falls to sleep, so we are very close. My daughter said a little while back 
that "in this world, I love mom and grandma the most." Maybe dad is 
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in third place! [laughs] But there's no household conflict. I'm the most 
powerful one in front of my little girl. 
This hierarchy of love, as suggested by her daughter, is a certain type of power, and 
by this measure, Candice is ranked number one. The stability and harmony that 
ensues from her time with her daughter demonstrates her importance and status in the 
family. Similarly, Julia also reveals that she "snatches" every chance to take care of 
the children and expresses that "this is a natural burning desire". Sylvia also suggests 
that she "lords over" the arena of children's education. These women at the end win 
children's intimacy. Julia overtly alleges that "this is the fruit of hard work". 
Husbands, on the other hand, feel threatened. About 3 husbands complained that 
their wives are excluding them from her reign in housework and childcare. For 
example, Thomas laments: 
They [his kids] are very close to Mom [his wife] now [ ... ] They told 
Mom about everything: what they eat, how they arrange the time, where 
they are going, how they are doing at school. I guess it's because Mom 
always shows her concern [ ... ] This is highly disadvantageous to me as I 
know nothing about them now. [Lake: Do you know why?] In fact, I 
want to teach them, but mom said I am not up to standard. She thinks I 
couldn't do well. Sometimes I want to buy something for my son. But 
Mom dislikes it and said they are not useful. And now, I feel like idling. 
She bought them toothbrushes, underwear, shoes [ ... ] 
(Thomas, unemployed, less earning husband, 63) 
Like many husbands, Thomas feels 'idling' and at a 'disadvantage' because his wife 
'rules' everything about the sons while ruling him out from domestic work and issues. 
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He feels like a peripheral member of the family. As for his wife, the intimate 
relationship with her sons proves that her effort has paid off. 
Apart from winning "love", Karen, a housewife who avers the ownership of the 
three "sons" [including her husband] from "head to toe", seems to derive great 
domestic power from her unscrupulous care of the house. Commented by her husband 
for being too harsh to the domestic helper, she rebukes: 
In fact, I don't need [my husband 's] consent because this family is mine. 
He doesn't need to do anything. Once he comes back from work, he 
doesn't need to do anything. All he does is to sit here. Everything has 
been prepared for him. When he finishes eating, all he needs is to move 
away [ ... ] In this process, I have prepared a lot. But he couldn't see. 
That's why, he said I am too harsh to my domestic helper because he 
doesn't understand. It's okay if I am not here for one or two days 
because I have set the guidelines and the rules already. However, he will 
see the difference if I am not here every day. 
Consents from husband at least in the hiring and monitoring of domestic helpers are 
not needed because she rules inside. She is impatient to assert she is irreplaceable. 
However, the dissonance in ascertaining her status reflects how unsubstantial the 
power she imagines to be possessing. 
The emergent reality for some women is in line with the traditional Chinese 
belief that the power of women is rooted in good motherhood. Wives can exert power 
in the family through their involvement in children's life or by making their husband 
peripheral (Backett 1987; Kimball, 1988). As a result, these wives willingly take up 
most of the housework. I cannot say that this is a deliberate effort to win power 
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because childrearing often deplete women physically and emotionally. In addition, the 
power derives from household responsibility is far from real (Tichenor, 2005). Based 
on the couples' discourse, husbands have the authority to decide on important tasks. 
Wives usually make decisions for tasks that are delegated from their husbands who 
find them too "trivial" to be bothered with. 
EXPECTATION ON PRODUCTION ROLE 
In Hong Kong, the gender ideologies like "men rule outside, women rule inside" (nan 
zhu wai, nu zhu nei) prevail. Conventionally, it is expected that men are breadwinners 
(mifan ban zhu) and women are virtuous mothers and homemakers (xian qi liang mu). 
Such production relation is deeply entrenched in the status reversed couples and the 
comparison couples alike. 
WIVES AS MOTHERS & HOMEMAKERS 
In line with the traditional expectation on wives' domestic role, most respondents 
identify "housework" as an integral part of an "ideal wife": 
A good wife should take care of the family. And cooking is an utmost 
important task for a wife. And of course, a good wife should take good 
care of her children. [Lake: Do you consider yourself as a good wife?] 
I still have rooms for improvement. I work too much. When I am busy, 
I am not a capable wife. Once the election starts, I am not a good wife 
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because I can't buy the food for the family nor am I scrupulous enough 
for the details at home. 
(Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
An ideal wife or mother should place themselves in their [children's or 
husband's] shoes. I should make them think that I manage the house 
well, and that the effort I have put in it reflects my love for them [ ... ] 
(Tanya, Nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
An ideal wife doesn't pass on any of her domestic worries to her 
husband, so that he can concentrate on his work without distraction. He 
doesn't have to consider going to [his children's school's] Parents' 
Day tomorrow, or select a school for the boy, or worry about the 
mother-in-Iaw's birthday party a few days later. If he wants to, that's 
good-but it's not a must. (Joyce, Nurse, less earning wife, 40) 
Many wives in Hong Kong still place the fulfillment in domestic duties as the top 
priority of an ideal wife. Success in paid work is relatively oblivious to the definition 
of a good wife. Striving towards the ideal, wives would only do more housework 
instead of bargaining for less. Husbands, on the other hand, also hold similar beliefs: 
My wife is okay. We are not rich people and in terms of a middle class 
family, my wife is quite standard. She can take good care of the family: 
we have hot meals every day at a clean and decent home. Many details 
in life are well taken care of. At least, I don't need to worry that no one 
is handling the bills for town gas or the management fee. She arranges 
everything well. I don't need to take care of those since the first day of 
our marriage. She does all and I don't need to bother. 
(Charles, technician, higher earning husband, 44) 
An ideal wife ... hmm ... if she doesn't need to go to work, she should 
cook at home, do all the housework. If she has to work, she should 
cook for the family. Then, it's quite okay. Of course she should love 
me. [laugh] She should also know how to do household chores. My 
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wife is okay overall. I give her 70 marks. 
(Gordon, maintenance worker, less earning husband, 47) 
My wife is quite good. She is very diligent-she does everything. 
Even for the windows, she cleans them twice a week. They are 
absolutely lustrous. Also, she is very frugal and can thus help me save 
money. And she cooks three meals a day for us. 
(Thomas, unemployed, less earning husband, 63) 
An ideal wife should "excel in the kitchen and be comely in the living 
room" 18 She should be beautiful, understanding and helpful. She 
should take good care of the kids. To a certain extent, my wife is okay. 
She also takes good care of me. She prepares everything for me. For 
example, I will have a business trip next week. She has already packed 
my luggage. Basically, everything that I owned was bought by 
her ... even for my ties. She is a competent wife. 
(Simon, insurance agent, higher earning husband, 41) 
In the same vein, husbands give credits to their wives for their fulfillment of domestic 
duties. Yet, the wives' success at work is not mentioned, let alone emphasized, in any 
portrait of a good wife. Such traditional gender ideology drives wives to participate 
more in household work. 
DOMESTIC HELPERS: SURROGATING MOTHER'S ROLE? 
Some may argue that hiring domestic helpers instead of taking up the domestic duties 
on the part of the wives reflect certain egalitarian thoughts in Hong Kong women as 
this appears to imply that they prefer paid work to unpaid work. However, I would 
assert that even though helpers are hired, the wives still assume their responsibility in 
18 This is a Chinese proverb meaning that the wife should be good at cooking and should look good 
(i.e. can be brought out to the living room and be seen by the husband 's friends) 
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domestic work. They tend to reassert themselves as the overseers of the household 
and they have close monitor on the domestic helper. If the helper is on holiday, all of 
the wives feel obliged to take over the chores themselves. Due to the wives' 
entrenched traditional views, the presence of domestic helper cannot eradicate their 
identity as homemakers. This contrasts with men who tend to be more slacked off 
after the domestic helpers are hired. Such distinctive behaviors between the two 
reflect the traditional ideology of some couples and explain why domestic helpers do 
not substantially reduce the wives' workload at home. 
Wives are responsible for scheduling, overseeing and monitoring the work of 
domestic helpers because they feel obliged to take care of domestic affairs. Karen, for 
instance, talked extensively-over 30 minutes-about her domestic helpers. She 
closely monitors the helpers in the aspects of hanging clothes, cooking, cleaning, 
ironing, playing with children, personal hygiene, working attitude, the level of 
Cantonese competency, the facial expressions and how the helper utilizes time. The 
illustration below can be an example of her careful scrutiny: 
I am dissatisfied with her [domestic helper's] performance. She can't 
meet with my expectation. She is very slow. You can't imagine how 
slow. She always delays things. [ ... ] Say hanging clothes. She uses two 
steps. She first takes out the basin and then she takes another step to go 
inside again and take the clothes out. You can do many things at a time; 
but she takes 3-4 steps. I am so vexed. Say cooking. It's easy. I start the 
fire and at the same time, I prepare the ginger; but she needs to finish all 
the ginger and sauces first. And then, she cleans the wok and then, she 
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pours the oil and then she starts the fire. She takes hours. [ ... ] I stand 
there and watch her cook. [ ... ] Usually, when I cook Peking cabbage, it 
takes more time and we need more water; but it's different when we 
make choy sum and lettuce. It takes less time and it shouldn't be soaked 
in the pot for too long. But since [the helper] is so slow, all the veggies 
in the pot have gone yellowish once she finished all stuff. .. 
During the interview, she kept a close eye on the domestic helper's every movement 
and constantly gave her instructions: about folding clothes, food preparation, taking 
the children back from school. She also took over some more subtle food preparation 
tasks. Likewise, Joyce, a working wife also feels obliged to set the schedule, remind 
and monitor the domestic helpers about the domestic tasks: 
At the beginning, I didn't like to see another woman in the house. She is 
such an eyesore. [Lake: Why?] I don't know. Perhaps, when I clean the 
table, I clean from left to right; but she wiped it from right to left then 
back to right and then back to the left. I don't think it's right. I am 
responsible for infection control at work and that's why I learn a lot 
about the theories like cleaning from cleaning from top to bottom then 
left to right and you shouldn't repeat. I know it's unfair to her. But 
sometimes, she is really slacked and sloppy. I can see a lot of dust. My 
husband usually said it's okay when she is here to keep an eye on the 
kids. But can't she make my life easier? 
Many other wives share basically a similar traditional ideology that they are 
ultimately responsible for household matters. Therefore, even though domestic 
helpers have been hired, many wives still feel the need to assume such duties. This 
traditional view is even more . distinct when the wives' behavior is contrasted with the 
husbands' who usually totally ignore housework after the employment of domestic 
helpers: 
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He doesn't do any chores. I feel that my husband is getting lazier after we 
have hired the domestic helper. When we didn't have one, he did more 
housework than I did. And now, he's really lazy. He even asks [the helper] 
to prepare his drinks. He's like a master now. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
The domestic helper makes everything very clean and decent. But 
sometimes, maybe when our son sometimes goes wee-wee and wets the 
floor. [My wife] thinks it's really stinky. And she wants to clean them right 
away. But I just think: let it be. The helper will deal with it later. 
(Clement, buyer, less earning husband, 43) 
I used to wash the dishes. But now, we have a part-time [helper]. When the 
part-time doesn't come for two days, she washes them. But I do tell [my 
wife] not to wash them. Why do you still wash dishes when you hire a 
helper? (John, senior property manager, higher earning husband, 44) 
When domestic helpers are hired, men tend to shift their original duties like washing 
dishes in John's case to the domestic helpers. These husbands do not take over the 
housework when the domestic helpers are on leave. The contrast between the 
responses of husbands and wives after hiring domestic helpers reveals some of their 
traditional views: Wives are still believed to be primarily responsible for the 
household tasks; while husbands are not expected to. Such stronghold in traditional 
beliefs urges wives to do housework and take up the domestic role even though 
domestic helpers are hired. 
MOTHER 'S GUILT AS A REFLECTION OF GENDER IDEOLOGY 
Since the majority of wives believed that motherhood is the core of a married women, 
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higher earning mothers who devote much time to work may feel guilty for "failing" 
the traditional mother's role. Even though most mothers take up the majority of 
housework, they tend to blame themselves, but not their husband because as mothers, 
they assume such domestic responsibilities. These mothers express their guilt: 
[Lake: How do you perceive yourself as a mother?] I am not an ideal 
because I am too busy. When I am too busy working, I am absolutely not a 
competent mother. Whenever there is election, I am not a good mother. I 
can't shop for food and I can't take care of my home punctiliously. 
(Julia, political party officer, higher earning wife, 29) 
I have put my kid in the day-care centre for almost 10 hours every day. 
You know, 10 hours! She sleeps for a few hours and I work from 8 till at 
least 6 at night. We have little time with one another. [ ... ] it is not enough 
as I see my colleagues more than my girl. 
(Ivy, secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
These two wives hold themselves responsible for spending too little time with their 
kids; even though Julia obviously leaves them to her husband just very occasionally 
(i.e. during the election days) as required by her job. In addition to blaming 
themselves, some guilty mothers may "do gender" by changing their behavior in 
order to live up to their gender ideology. For instance, there is an interesting paradox 
in Tanya's case. The objective reality is that she does more housework. However, 
ironically, she sees her guilt, but she cannot see her husband's lack of contribution in 
the family: 
[How do you feel when she (daughter) complained?] In fact, I feel a bit 
guilty. I think if I accompany her more, maybe she can do even better. . .In 
the last [academic] term ... my ex-boss wants me to go to the Mainland with 
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him to give a talk ... I had some struggles because it was around Mayor June. 
My boy had an exam ... that's why I had some struggles ... then, I decided to 
leave for Mainland for one week. Subsequently, his result was not very good. 
He cried because he couldn't get into the elite class. As a result, in the 
following term ... I took a week's leave to accompany him during the 
exam ... he felt a lot better and more secured ... then last month, I took 3 days 
leave to accompany my daughter during her test period. This time, she was 
very happy. . . (Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
She feels guilty and holds herself accountable to the conventional conceptions of 
gender-appropriate behavior when her daughter complains and her son cries. As a 
result, she compensates for her children by staying with them in their tests and exams. 
Likewise, Sylvia also feels guilty and thus she prioritizes her family role over work 
role: 
The tension between family and school [her workplace] is too great. 
Sometimes, I didn't finish work or I didn't do my work well. And on the 
other hand, I didn't have time at home. I think I don't have enough mental 
strength. [Lake: Just now you said you don't have enough time at home. 
How do you feel? And how do you try to strike a balance between work 
and family?] I feel guilty. Now, the only method is to increase my 
efficiency. I learn how to allocate my time and resources. If the task is 
important, I will do it; if not, I will delegate to others. For instance, I think 
praying with the kid is important; that's why I take up the job. 
(Sylvia, senior teacher, higher earning wife, 41) 
The sense of guilt manifested by the higher earning wives reflects their conventional 
ideology in which mothers are the major caregiver. 
HUSBANDS AS PROVIDERS 
On the other hand, almost all of my respondents, women and men alike, believe that 
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work is at the heart of all men and thus relative to their counterparts, they should do 
less housework. A provider's role is central to an "ideal husband": 
This is how I understand two different sexes. Of course I disagree with 
"workaholic" and I disagree to place "work" beyond family members and 
family ... but "work" is the life of a man's role [ ... ] From work, men derive 
their self-esteem and satisfaction and think that they are contributing. But 
of course, we should have a balance. I am not saying that a husband 
should work 18 hours and left his wife and children with material 
enjoyment only. (Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
Though Peter is not slighting a man's family role, he thinks that work is compulsory 
for a man; and optional for women. 19 Other husbands concur: 
An ideal husband should earn as much as possible so that the wife does 
not need to work and can stay in a beautiful house. I am not an ideal as I 
don't earn enough. The ideal is to make my wife less toilsome. She works 
really hard now. (Gordon, maintenance worker, less earning husband, 47) 
A good husband? I think I should support my wife in terms of time and 
money and care for her [ ... ] In fact, I did advise her not to work but she 
was concerned whether I could earn enough to provide for the whole 
family. [Lake: Is carrying such load your aim?] Hmm, yes. But judging 
from my income now, I guess it's very difficult. 
(Paul, accountant, less earning husband, 35) 
A good husband should be able to earn money. Of course .. .it's very 
important. The most important task! In addition, the relationship with 
family members should be good. 
(Tim, salesman, less earning husband, 49) 
Work is of utmost importanc~ for men. Earning enough to afford a stay-at-home wife 
is a glory for a man. In addition, respondents also suggested the relevance of "time 
19 In the interview, he overtly talks about his thoughts of his wife's early retirement for the sake of 
taking care of children. 
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for the family" on the part of the husbands. However, one should notice that no 
demands on "housework" are required: 
My thoughts are quite contradictory. If my husband is smart, the wife 
doesn't need to work. But if he is too smart, he may not have time for the 
family. I don't want him to be like this. I want him to have dinner with me 
every night. However, ifhe doesn't earn enough, I have to work. 
(Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
Similar to men's common thoughts, women are reserved labor. In addition, though 
Candice does treasure husband's devotion of time in the family, she does not require 
him to do housework. The presence of husband is already very much treasured. Peter 
echoed the importance of being "a family man" without referring to the commitment 
on housework: 
[Lake: Do you think you are an ideal husband?] I do not have sufficient 
time with kids ... hmm .. .I think an ideal husband should treasure the time 
with the family. When he is with the family members, he should be 
whole-hearted and work should be put aside at that time. I have improved 
a lot. Now, I don't join the meetings if there are special occasions like my 
children's birthday or the wedding anniversary. 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
From the interviews, it was found that the modem concept of a good husband/father 
has changed from 'work only' to 'work-centred' or even a balance between work and 
family. More and more husbands are expected to reserve time for the family though 
no obligations on household ~ork have ever been expected from the husbands. Many 
husbands claim that they "help" their wives as if those are only their wives ' duty. 
Therefore, we can see that the norm that link motherhood with housework and 
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manhood with work is still strong and thus higher earning wives tend to do more than 
their husbands. 
LESS EARNING HUSBAND: HFEEL LIKE A FAILURE" 
Since men identify themselves with the public role, housework is less important to 
them. However, for husbands who fail to be the major provider or co-provider of the 
family, their life is far from easy. Many less earning husbands in this study evidently 
feel disturbed by the reversed status in the family. Some express their anxiety overtly; 
but some evade talking about this. Thomas, for instance, was once a pet production 
factory owner and he lost his business in 2005 and now he is on the dole. His wife 
worked part-time in cleaning and childcare jobs during this period. On the one hand, 
he feels sorry for his wife who needs to work so hard for a living; on the other hand, 
losing his own business and his provider's role, he feels inferior: 
I can do nothing now. Why does everything turn out this way? [eyes turn 
red] I always think that there is a chance to work [long pauses] [Lake: 
How do you feel?] I feel inferior [sobs] [ ... ] My wife advises me to take 
money from the government. There is no other way out. I don't have a 
strong education background and I am old. I was 58 ... 59 years old then. 
[ ... ] [Lake: Did your relatives say bad words about you?] Those relatives 
look down on me. I didn't tell them. [ ... ] I don't want them to spread 
rumors. 
A failure in public role is a serious blow to a man as they believe that work is the crux 
of their life. Some wives have also observed/heard about their husbands' unhappiness 
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and worries: 
[Lake: Now you have work and he doesn't. Does he have any pressure?] I 
think he has. He can't sleep. Very often, he is just wide-eyed. [Lake: Why 
do you think unemployment is the cause? Did you ask him?] No. I didn't 
ask. I guess he would be even more pressurized. Sometimes he said he 
feels like a Filipino male servant. [ ... ] Apart from this [ unemployment], 
there shouldn't be any other stress. I am with him for so long. I know that 
because he is definitely a male chauvinist. 
(Joey, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 40) 
[My husband's] friends told me that he was worried that I don't like his 
blue collar job. His friends told me his worries. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
The insomnia suffered by Joey's husband and his identification with a "Filipino male 
servant" indicate a mixed feeling of helplessness and inferiority. Losing his public 
role may mean a loss in male's identity. This is definitely a hard blow to a "male 
chauvinist". Other husbands like Philip and Paul also feel "unhappy" for not fulfilling 
their roles. Concomitantly, they are among those husbands who do the least 
housework. Past research deduce that when traditional husbands ' role as the 
breadwinner are challenged, they are distressed and have a need to compensate their 
lost ego by doing less "womanly" work (Atkinson & Boles, 1984; Hochschild, 1989; 
Bolak, 1997; Brines, 1994; Zuo and Bian, 2001 ; Tichenor, 2005). 
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EXPECTATION ON EMOTIONAL LABOR 
While the ability to do household chores is the threshold of a capable wife, fulfilling 
the expectation of a perfect wife requires more. They need to exhibit intensive care, 
exuberant love and an understanding heart. It is more so for higher earning wives. 
Obviously, as stated in the last chapter, ideologically, such responsibility to provide 
emotional care is expected to take on by women. Many respondents believe a wife is 
responsible for providing her husband with a "haven in a heartless world" (Lasch, 
1977): 
When [my husband] comes back home, [he should feel that] someone 
takes care of him and gives him a sense of warmth. [Makes a 
massaging gesture with her hands.] "Are you tired?" That's an ideal 
wife. (Joyce, nurse, less earning wife, 40) 
Giving up her [wife's] job may be good for her physically and 
mentally [ ... ] Her life can be much easier. She can be nicer to her 
husband. [meekly] 'Sweetheart, I have made you some bird's nest 
soup.' This does great benefit to the family. 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
[Lake: What constitute an ideal wife?] Honestly, I am quite traditional. 
Like my friend, she is very gentle. But she can also be very competent 
at work. She is a nu qiang ren at work. But when she is at home, she 
can be as subservient as a little bird. 
(Edith, Merchandizer, higher earning wife, 35) 
Signs of subservience, endearment, love and respect on the part of the wives should 
be demonstrated so as to meet with their husbands' emotional needs at home. What's 
more, a perfect wife should also show emotional support to their husbands: 
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A good wife should show support and understanding for everything 
that her husband does. Men are sometimes very naIve, coward and 
dilatory. But a wife should understand his weakness and guide him 
patiently and quietly. 
(Amy, Administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
As a wife, I think I am just average. I rarely accompany my husband to 
do things that he likes. For example, I watch my husband playing 
football for a few times only and I rarely go fishing with him. Not 
enough. (Tanya, Nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
Such emotional expectation IS more so for higher earning wives as they need 
additional emotional support to salve their husband's ego wounds for their lost of 
provider's status. Amy mentioned her emotional support when her husband decided to 
quit the job. Likewise, when Rebecca's husband wanted to change to a blue-collar job, 
she consoled him and showed her full support: "Whatever your decision, go ahead. I 
support you". And Anita also mentioned that "[she] constantly checked if [her 
husband] felt embarrassed or useless" for being a househusband. 
5.3 Sparks of Egalitarianism in Couples 
EGALIT ARIAN HUSBANDS 
In this study, 11 % of the individuals possess egalitarian attitude towards gender. Some 
past research shows that these individuals are likely to draw on egalitarian ideology in 
day-to-day interaction when dividing the domestic work though complications which 
would be discussed in the next section do occur (Greenstein, 1996). 
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Two less earning husbands in this research, Carl and J ordon show sparks of 
egalitarianism in terms of marital power and their expectation on men and women's 
production role and they tend to share or even do more housework than their wives. 
This result concurs with the past research which indicates that husbands' gender 
ideology is consequential to the housework division outcome (Hiller & Philliher, 1986; 
Huber & Spitze, 1983; Kamo, 1988; Ross, 1987). 
Unlike the traditional family where power is centred on men, Carl's family is 
quite wife-dominated. He explicates, 
I asked my girl, "Who has the say in the family?" She said, "Mommy." 
She thinks mommy is the decision maker; she makes all the decisions. My 
girl notices this. Maybe she has observed that mommy sometimes orders 
me to do this and that at home. [Lake: Do you mind being ordered in front 
of the girl?] I am accustomed to this. [Lake: Have you ever discussed with 
her about her commanding tone?] Never. I just bear with it. 
(Carl, financial analyst, less earning husband, 40) 
The man in this family is not the major decision maker. He routinely receives order 
from his wife which he acquiescently accepts. This contrasts with the traditional 
husbands with manifest power in decision making and authority in daily interaction. 
With this reversed power hierarchy, Carl ends up doing more housework. Though he 
notices the unfairness, he chooses to bear with it like a traditional coping wife: 
[Lake: Do you find the' housework arrangement fair or unfair?] In fact, 
it's a bit unfair. But I understand her difficulties. It's okay as my wife's 
work is more demanding. Her working hours are also comparatively 
longer. 
Instead of associating his wife to a homemaker/mother's role, Carl recognizes the 
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hard work of his wife in her paid job. And interestingly, to him, acquiescence is the 
prototype of manhood: "I don't retort and I just forget this to avoid any arguments. 
Men are like this." He adds that he prefers tolerance because he does not like familial 
conflicts happen in the same way as it was In his own parents. His childhood 
expenence, his egalitarian VIew toward his wife's production role and his 
interpretation of being a "man" make him more susceptible to a more equal sharing of 
housework. 
In another case, Jordon, the househusband, also has an egalitarian gender 
ideology toward men and women's production role.2o He claimed that "men rule 
inside; women rule outside" is not a problem: 
Some people don't think rationally. In fact, 'men ruling inside, women 
ruling outside' is not a problem at all! [Lake: What makes you have such 
thoughts?] It's okay as long as someone-either husband or wife-is 
staying home and teach. It doesn't really matter whether it's mom or dad. 
No matter who is staying, the kid must be watched and taught by a parent. 
(Jordon, househusband, 46) 
Partly due to this egalitarian view, he is willing to be a househusband. Even though 
this egalitarian thought requires time to develop, he has resolved his internal conflicts 
about the meaning of manhood. As a result, the domestic helper has been sacked and 
Jordon shoulders most of the .housework. The ex-househusband Clement is, however, 
transitional instead of egalitarian. Though he claims that "he has long dismissed the 
20 This case would be discussed further in Chapter 8, which is about men 's transformation and the 
mechanisms of sustaining the reversed gender relations. 
96 
traditional concept of man-breadwinner-woman-homemaker", he still believes that 
men should be the "leader of the house" and it is important that he is smarter than his 
wife. 
Through Carl and Jordon's cases, they show that some men are starting to hold 
less traditional thoughts and it appears that such egalitarianism has laid a good 
foundation for a more equal sharing of housework. 
EGALITARIAN WIVES 
While homemaker/mother's role is still primary for many married women, some 
working wives tend to embrace a public role as well. A few higher earning wives in 
my studies reveal sparks of egalitarian thoughts though they may not have equal 
sharing of housework. One even implicates her idea of a provider for the family: 
[Lake: Do you mind your husband earning less than you do?] Of course I 
don't [ ... ] If I care, I wouldn't have gotten along with him. I wouldn't 
even have chosen him to be my boyfriend. [ ... ] You know, I am a person 
with caliber. [laugh] In fact, I have devised a contingency plan if my 
husband has an accident. I will take care of everyone in the family. I will 
hire a domestic helper and ask my relatives to monitor the helper so that I 
can work unreservedly to support the whole family. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Rebecca, who holds a carefree attitude toward reversed status and espouses her 
provider's role in the family, is of course a very extreme case in my study. In lesser 
degrees though, some wives like Ivy may relate less to their domestic roles than the 
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majority traditional wives: 
[In fact, have you thought of quitting the job and stay at home?] No. Coz 
it's pesky to have the kid around me all the time. I will become very 
petulant. And I am sure I will beat her up. 
(Ivy, secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
Such cases are quite rare. However, even for wives with mostly traditional values, the 
boundary of provider-husband and homemaker-wife is not so rigid. Sylvia, for 
example, also claimed that "[her job] is very important for personal development" 
and "[she] finds satisfaction in it". Candice, on the other hand, thinks "earning [her] 
own money is better than just relying on her husband". However, both wives believe 
that the paid job is "optional" for wives. 
Interestingly, even though Rebecca holds such an egalitarian view and is so 
devoted to her provider's role, she is now doing the majority of housework. Her case 
shows the limitation of explaining household division of labor based on gender 
ideology only. In Rebecca's case, her husband is quite traditional and her two children 
are quite reliant on her. Therefore, complications like the interaction between her and 
her husband; her and the children need to be investigated. Treating gender ideology as 
a determinant of division of domestic labor may have simplified the dynamics in 
day-to-day context. 
98 
DOES GENDER IDEOLOGY ALONE EXPLAIN HOUSEWORK DIVISION? 
The cultural ideas of gender as illustrated shed light to the understanding of division 
of household labor. However, believing that what one thinks determines what one 
does has simplified the gendering process between couples. In my study, I have found 
complications in this straightforward equation. 
First, the gender ideologies of the wife and the husband are sometimes 
conflicting. In such circumstances, both individuals cannot apply their ideology 
unswervingly in a day-to-day context. Negotiation between the two ideologies is 
essential. In John's case, for example, as a traditional man, he feels pressurized to 
negotiate being "the head of the family" with his transitional wife: 
[Lake: Just now you mentioned "family positioning". So what is your 
position at home?] To put it in a traditional sense, I think that I am the 
head of the family. However, the reality has told me that this is not true 
[ ... ] In reality, we do discuss and in some cases, decisions are not made by 
me [ ... ] For example, decisions like the coloring of the wall or where we 
are going to dinner are always opened to discussion. My father is 
definitely the head: when he said, "Go to the east", we just go to the east; 
we won't go to the north willy-nilly. No questions would be asked. My 
father and grandfather don't need to do housework and when dinner's 
ready, they must be the first who take the food. But of course, I am an 
educated person. I understand some changes and mutual respect are 
needed. I think I am close to being the head of the family but not one in a 
sense that I don't rule everything. But no matter what, I think I am the 
core in maintaining a family in terms of money and in terms of managing 
cnSIS. 
(John, senior property manager, higher earning husband, 45) 
John has assumed to walk in his father's shadow as the "head of the family", ruling 
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everything and renouncing all housework. But he realizes the need to modify his 
expectation in terms of opening up discussions in decision making because his gender 
ideology conflicts with his more egalitarian wife. His traditional VIew towards 
housework division also contrasts with his wife's: 
Sometimes, I just don't understand why girls have to do so much more 
[housework] than boys. [When I was young], I asked mom, "Why don't 
my brothers wash dishes?" Then mom said, "Sweetie, your brothers are 
boys and you are young." And also, I don't understand why my mom has 
to buy food and cook for all of us every day. It's just too toilsome. 
(Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
Compare to John, Amy's sensitivity to the question of gender unfairness reflects her 
more egalitarian view. 21 Likewise, Rebecca, who I regard earlier as a rare case of 
egalitarianism, conflicts with her husband's gender ideology. Her husband, a Benz 
test driver, has secretly shared with his friends about the shame for doing a blue collar 
job. 
These conflicting gender ideologies necessitate the couples to employ gender 
strategies either to cope with or to negotiate with the partner. These cases indicate 
that we cannot easily conclude that gender ideology of couples "determine" the 
second shift. Therefore, to further substantiate why higher earning wives still do more 
housework, we need to invest.igate the gender strategies employed at the interactional 
level. 
21 She is not totally egalitarian because in other parts of the interview, Amy admits that cooking is 
women's main arena and that women should be more "family-centred" than men. 
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In addition, sometimes even when both couples share similar gender ideologies, 
they can hardly be applied to the reality of life. For instance, higher earning wives 
with traditional beliefs who are always busy at work may not be able to fulfill their 
domestic role fully and may need to shift some responsibilities to their traditional 
husbands. As a result, they may need to reconcile what they "think" with the reality 
by means of using gender strategies which will be discussed in the following section. 
Therefore, it is not untypical to discover even if both couples have non-egalitarian 
ideologies, some may end up in untraditional division of labor and vice versa. Of the 
four cases where husbands share/ do more housework than wives, for example, only 
two cases can prove the consistencies between the ideology and the actual sharing. 
Others like Joyce, a less earning wife, who described herself as "a very traditional 
woman", ends up in a doing less than her transitional husband. Though many cases 
demonstrate a strong coherence between one ' s gender ideology and housework 
division, the anomalous cases show that we would be remiss without probing into the 
interactions between couples. 
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Chapter Six: Gender Strategies of Couples in Housework Division 
The gendered structure can be both constraining and enabling. The gender ideology 
defines the "essential qualities" of an appropriate man and woman. On the other hand, 
they provide resources and rules for agents to organize their behavior. By exploring 
the micro-level process of spousal negotiation, we can see how couples draw those 
resources and "do gender" in negotiating housework. 
In everyday interactions, couples do gender by avoiding or assuming housework. 
It was found that husbands try to avoid housework so as to preserve their masculinity 
by using various strategies. Wives, on the other hand, being constrained by the gender 
norms, do not feel "right" to ignore housework. For higher earning wives in particular, 
many of them are sympathetic to their husbands and feel obliged to save the 
husbands' ego. Exempting men from housework tasks is definitely one of the ways to 
maintain their masculinity. On the other hand, women who assume housework can 
display themselves as appropriate wives who have no wish to outshine their husbands. 
Wives who choose to employ such strategies bear the brunt of housework and paid 
work all together. 
However, struggles and resistance do occur in everyday life where the gender 
ideology meets with the reality-the reality of time and the physical and 
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psychological constraints. Therefore, instead of passively assuming all housework, 
wives do resist. They may not resist by disowning housework openly given the shame 
of violating the gender norm. Instead they employ strategies that fit their femininity in 
housework negotiation. In this part, I will discuss these strategies and how household 
division is reproduced in the everyday context despite resistance. 
6.1 Husband's Strategies 
Higher earning wives sometimes end up doing more housework due to husbands' 
more frequent and severe resistance. Various tactics are used by the husbands. They 
may protest blatantly, resist by delaying or passing the buck or/and simply displaying 
their clumsiness in doing housework so as to reduce their loads at home. 
PROTESTS AND BLATANT OUTBURSTS 
Tanya's job as a senior nurse necessitates her to attend overseas conference from time 
to time. Her husband, Peter, protests when his wife attends overseas conference 
because "[he] is upset when [she] leaves home". Peter explains: 
I don't want her to attend those international conferences because she 
probably leaves for one week. But there is at least once each year. I 
asked her whether she could attend them every other year or even once 
every three years [ ... ] The problem is if she leaves for the conference, 
she abandons the family for a period of time. She needs to arrange lots 
of familial stuff before that and I need to take a leave too. And my 
103 
mother-in-law is very old now and she needs to be taken care of. In fact, 
[my wife] also doesn't like to abandon her family behind too. 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
Leaving home for women may mean "abandoning" their duties and passing the buck 
to the husbands. Peter obviously dislikes such arrangement. While Peter says he 
usually requests and negotiates with Tanya, Tanya suggests that her husband 
sometimes protests fiercely about it: 
"Three years ago, I had to go to South Africa for a conference. [The 
whole family] clashed. In fact, there had been some conferences earlier, 
but since they didn't like the idea of my being away from Hong Kong, I 
stayed. Yet this conference's topics were advanced and interesting, and I 
really could have gained some insight that I failed to obtain at work. I 
asked [my husband and children] again and again. Every time, they put 
their foot down during our family meetings." 
"I always have struggles between home and work. Long time ago, I had 
a conference in Brazil. I didn't consult him to see if he liked or disliked 
this. I went there for four days but coincidently, it was my cousin's 
wedding. Then I took a flight to Mexico and stayed there for three more 
days. At that time ... he was REALLY very angry ... that time ... his face 
'blackened' when I came home. He said, '[You are] leaving home for so 
long! You have already left for some days, but you still stay to attend the 
wedding.' Later, I was contrite and thought that I should have consulted 
him." (Tanya, Nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
This severe protest by showing anger or vetoing in family meeting led to her 
contrition, and as a result, she has modified her behavior. "Since my husband and 
children didn't want me to go away," she said, "I stayed." This staying implies the 
taking up of household burden once more. Peter is not alone in showing their 
discontentment in taking over the housework. When the wives ask for help, Joey's 
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husband and Clement also boldly expresses that washing dishes and cleaning the floor 
respectively are "none of [their] business". Also, in remonstration of wives' 
"negligence", husbands raise the issue directly. Barry, for instance, urges his wife to 
spend more time with their children: 
I told [my wife] to spend more time with the kids. Sometimes she said 
she would leave at six, but when she came back home, it's about 8 or 
8:30. I told her I dislike this but she said there were meetings. [Lake: 
What did she do when she learned that you dislike about this?] She quit 
her job. Haha ... but then, that company raised her salary and asked her 
back after a few months and agreed to hire an assistant for her. 
(Barry, maintenance worker, less earning husband, 28) 
Likewise, Philip also protests about the underperformance of his "career-oriented" 
wife though Julia, in fact, does the majority of housework: 
He always scolds me for not tidying the house ... he said I brought too 
many office stuffs back home ... but in fact, he didn't tidy too and then he 
asked me to throwaway some stuff at home and I said, "I will do it 
when I have time." And he confronted, "I never see you tidy them." 
(Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
My wife doesn't manage the house well. She only cares about her work 
and spend too little time at home. [Lake: Did you express your views to 
her?] Of course, I told her about my thoughts and she has had some 
changes like she cooks and sweeps the floor more often than before. It's 
not very enduring though. 
(Philip, self-employed coach, less earning husband, 34) 
Husbands' protests very often ensue with women's compliance. Tanya was contrite 
and avoided conferences; Barry's wife quit her job in response and Julia does more 
housework at home. 
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DELAYING TACTICS 
However, sometimes husbands do not disavow housework openly so as to avoid overt 
conflicts and they also notice the busyness of the wives. Therefore, instead of 
protesting vigorously, many husbands resist housework by delaying: 
Earlier on, he passed the responsibility for the financial management of 
the household to me. "You handle that!" he said, and I protested in turn. 
Several days passed, and a stack of letters and bills piled up. When I 
couldn't bear it anymore, I reluctantly took care of them. Sometimes I 
suggested that we each take responsibility for half of the year's 
finances. "This isn't my business," he said, and I got stuck with the 
work. (Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
This case demonstrates a husband's characteristic use of combined methods, wherein 
protest and passive resistance are used together. While Tanya has tried to negotiate 
with her husband, her resistance is in vain. Likewise, other women have similar 
personal account about their husbands' delay and their helplessness: 
Initially, I said I'm responsible for cooking and he should help me 
wash the dishes. Then, [pauses] the dirty dishes have been there for 
some time. I can't say he doesn't wash them but he just leaves them 
there. [laughs] I don't know when he is going to wash them so I just 
do the job quickly. (Sylvia, senior teacher, higher earning wife, 41) 
I'm very disappointed about his reluctance in washing dishes, but still 
I hope he can at least tidy up his own things. [Pointing and showing to 
me different stacks] This pile, this pile, that pile, that pile and that pile. 
They have been here · for ages. I suggested that he can throw them 
away as he never uses them. At first, he murmured, "Hmmm ... " 
[showing acquiescence] Then, after a month, I reminded him 
again ... and he said, "I'm busy." Then I said I let him tidy them within 
3 months. And now, after more than a year, it's still here. [Lake: So 
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there is nothing that you can do?] I won't throw his stuff away as I 
don't have the right. But I make the piles look tidier. 
(Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
I said I expect him to dust the furniture. Then, Paul [husband] said, 
"Hmmm ... a while later." Usually, when I remember again, it's already 
Sunday night. Then, I think I will clean them myself next week. Then, 
I modify the schedule and ask him to clean the dust every two weeks. 
He sometimes does; sometimes doesn't. When he doesn't, I clean them. 
I think I need to modify my expectation. 
(Edith, merchandizer, higher earning wife, 25) 
As we may notice, the tasks that the wives asked for help like washing dishes, dusting 
and tidying up the husbands' own stuff are quite "symbolic". As participation in 
family work is a symbol of the husbands' love and care towards them, women feel 
satisfied when a particular task is fulfilled. Some husbands admitted their delay: 
Umm ... I will avoid doing housework if I can. [Lake: How do you do 
that?] There is a very simple way: just leave them there. Men usually 
use this method. Just leave them there, untouched. That is to say, we 
have many dirty clothes. We put them into the washing bag and it's 
really full, but I still continue to stack the clothes on the top. When she 
notices, she will handle that. This is a delaying tactic. [Lake: So just 
see who cannot tolerate.] Exactly. Usually, we won't go too far 
because my wife is a very diligent person. And I am quite reasonable 
too. If I really see that my wife is very busy, I will put them in the 
washing machine. But mainly, I use "delaying tactics". 
(Clement, buyer, less earning husband, 43) 
Sometimes, I am quite slow. For example, I hadn't received the tax 
return form. Maybe the postman had mailed it to myoid address or 
maybe my company had used an old address and I was very busy at 
that time. Then, I procrastinated. After a few days, I forgot. Then, [my 
wife] badgered me, "Where is the letter? If you don't handle that, I'll 
trace the letter for you." 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
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Husbands' delaying tactics are quite successful because many WIves can't 
tolerate the messiness of their "reign". Like Julia, she feels responsible for protecting 
her children's health by keeping the place clean or like Amy, she considers herself as 
the 'manager' of the kitchen. Wives will end up doing the housework unless those are 
things that they are incapable of doing like fixing and repairing. In this case, wives 
also employ other strategies in response which would be discussed in the later 
section. 
DISPLAY OF CLUMSINESS 
Men sometimes display their clumsiness in housework intentionally or unintentionally 
in a day-to-day context. Such display conveys the message to others that men are not 
fit to do housework; they are misplaced. The message of incompatibility between 
"men" and "housework" implies that housework should be women's work. Such 
display encourages women to take the job back: 
Paul [Edith's husband] is afraid of washing meat and fish because he is 
afraid of blood. He is not afraid of human's blood but the smell of fish's 
blood [ ... ] He did help out some time ago. But he wears the protective 
gloves and everything as if it's a really big task. When I saw that he didn 't 
like washing and he makes a fuss out of just washing them, I do it myself. 
It's really quick. (Edith, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
Ironing is a tiring task. Once I asked [my husband] to iron his own shirts. 
But he ironed too slowly and the effect was really bad. I think he knew the 
way of ironing a shirt, but that he looked so gauche. I can't stand the scene. 
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In addition, he disinclined to such arrangement. 
(Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
Sometimes, [my wife] wants me to help her wash dishes. I told her that I 
dislike washing because it takes me one hour to wash them and it takes her 
only 20 minutes. They turn out to be cleaner too! She is faster and more 
effective. (Clement, buyer, less earning husband, 43) 
By displaying that they are clumsy, inefficient and maladroit in washing raw meat, 
ironing and washing dishes, they give the wives the signal about the need to hand 
over the job to the right person. While wives also want to display their aptness in the 
wives' role, they pander to such arrangement. 
6.2 Wives' Compliance 
WIVES' PERCEPTION OF FAIRNESS & THEIR JUSTIFICATION FOR MEN 
In response to husbands' avoidance in doing housework, the wives-the higher 
earning and the comparison wives alike tend to rationalize the situation to make 
themselves feel that the housework division is "fair". This is their gender strategy to 
resolve the cognitive dissonance. Some women associate husband's help in 
housework with love and they need to justify for the men's reluctance in order to feel 
that they are still loved; some women have pushed for husband's participation in 
housework, but in vain and they need to resolve the struggles within them to maintain 
marital harmony. Some women believe that housework is their reign, but they are 
eager to "look fairer" in an outsider's eyes. Such rationalization obscures the need to 
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advocate for a fairer housework division and thus reproducing the gendered 
housework division. 
The majority of wives either regards the housework division as fair or deflects 
the question of "fairness". Some wives, like Julia, evade such question by saying that 
the criteria of "fairness" should not be used within a marriage: 
I think we should not use the word "fair" because this family is shared by 
both of us. If you love this family, you won't think about the question of 
fairness. If you are differentiating the housework division too clearly, you 
are being calculative. A red light is signaled and activated in a marriage. 
So once I have such a question in mind, I must have a problem. 
(Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
In these wives' mind, "love" obviates the need to calculate the division and thus they 
tend to neglect the question of fairness. Interestingly, other wives perceive a fair share 
of housework though the reality tells otherwise. They tend to make up many 
justifications to persuade themselves and others why the division is fair. While 
Clement admits that he has used delaying tactics deliberately, his wife, Sylvia 
rationalizes her husband's behavior instead of accusing him: 
(Lake: Were you unhappy when your husband delayed doing housework?) 
Yes, I did feel upset at that time ... but just forget it. He is not unwilling to do 
everything. He is just doing something that is quite unexpected ... can 't say 
unexpected ... but maybe doing housework is my strength. If I push him to do 
something that is not his strength, I guess I won't be happy too ... so I bear 
with it while I can . . But I have to say, I have a great level of 
tolerance ... hahaha ... 
(Lake: Did you tell him that you were not quite happy at that time?) 
Umm ... for one thing ... maybe because I love cleanliness .. .! like sweeping 
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the floor and cleaning toilet every day. He said, 'don't do it then ... you won't 
die if you don't clean the toilet. You are making yourself tired ... why sweep 
the floor?" [ ... ] But I guess this is not his problem. I am the problem. If I 
can tolerate (with dirt), he will wash those dishes naturally ... but the problem 
is I can't tolerate dirt. So it's unreasonable to ask him to solve my problem." 
(Lake: So do you find the housework division fair?) Yes, it's fair. It's my 
problem and I won't feel unfair if [my husband] doesn't help to solve my 
problem. I think women are born to be more stubborn about details. 
(Sylvia, Senior Teacher, higher earning wife, 41) 
She mainly based her justifications on differential ability, level of tolerance and 
gender stereotypical characteristics. Claiming that she is the housework expert and 
that doing housework is a salvation to women's problem of stubbornness, she can 
justify the housework division as "fair". While women are stubborn about details, 
"men are sloppy in nature" according to Rebecca. To these women, unequal 
housework division is totally understandable and fair due to the difference in "sexual" 
characteristics. 
Like Sylvia, Amy also makes a similar justification by attributing husband's 
delay in housework as her problem of intolerance: 
I won't throw his things away. I just stacked them up so that they look tidier. 
But he [husband] can't see they are using up any space. [He thinks] "I have 
occupied just the four edges of the dining room. They aren't obstructing you 
in any ways." He doesn't think there is a problem. Maybe this is only my 
problem. I need to be more tolerant. 
(Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
The inequitable housework division is perceived as fair as it is a solution to "women's 
problem". Consequently, wives would not mind doing most of the housework. Similar 
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to Sylvia who suggests that doing housework is her strength, Tanya has tried to 
rationalize the arrangement, but in vain: 
I haven't thought of using the term "fair". (Instead), I consider who is 
good at what. Maybe at a point when I am unable to handle ... another one 
[ the partner] needs to help [ ... ] Cooperation does not mean everyone doing 
the same thing or in an equal proportion. It depends on who is good at 
what. .. [Lake: So what is your husband good at?} Dad is good at talking to 
the children and teaching them [ ... ] 
(Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
When I asked what his husband is good at, she cannot rationalize anymore because 
even though her husband is good at educating kids, he does relatively less: 
[Lake: Are you satisfied with the division of labor at home?] In fact, I 
think he should teach them more as he is good at illustrating or 
educating them and they accept his teaching. I hope he could teach them 
more about the attitude of living. 
She cannot deceive herself by the myth of "from each, according to his ability". Yet 
her self-deception or the evasion of the question is a result of "doing gender" which 
makes her do a vast majority of housework without complain. 
Affected by the belief system, wives tend to measure fairness of housework 
division using distributive justice by making within-gender rather than between 
gender group comparisons (Thompson 1991). Such tendency makes them feel less 
entitled for the husband to do housework. Some of my respondents also possess such 
mentality: 
(Lake: Do you find . the division of housework fair?) It's okay 
because ... umm .. .it's okay as [my husband] is not an extreme male 
chauvinist. At least he does some housework. Some men that I know don't 
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do any housework no matter what. So he is okay. As I've said, he sweeps 
the floor. (Ivy, Secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
(Lake: Are you satisfied with the division of housework?) I am satisfied as 
my husband can spend time at home. This is highly extolled. Many 
women don't have such a luxury, but I have. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
At that time, I felt unfair because the younger sister-in-law didn't need to 
wash dishes but I had to. [ ... ] I judge fairness based on seniority and sex. 
Usually younger girls have to wash dishes and my younger sister-in-law 
didn't. While I was washing dishes, she was watching TV. It's too unfair. 
(Amy, administrative manager, higher earning wife, 46) 
By comparing to other women, these wives tend to be complacent with their husband 
as long as they are taking up some housework. Ivy is satisfied when his husband 
sweeps the floor; so is Edith when her husband dusts the furniture bi-weekly; Karen is 
happy about her husband's involvement in clearing the dustbin; Amy is satisfied when 
her husband set the table swiftly; Rebecca, Sylvia and Tanya are satisfied when their 
husband devote some time to be with the children. Doing one or two tasks of 
housework seems to show that their husbands are less of a chauvinist. Given the 
traditional gender norm and with the within-gender comparison mentality, they feel 
lucky and blessed. As a result, they are disinclined to urge their husbands to do more. 
With such day-to-day justifications in response to husbands' delay in avoidance of 
housework, the unequal housework division at home is reproduced. 
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DISPLAY OF AN HAPPROPRIATE WIFE" 
While men display clumsiness to show their misfit in housework, wives are impatient 
to show how competent they are in household tasks in everyday context. Even though 
they are successful women at work, showing themselves as the household expert is 
imperative. For instance, Anita, a househusband's wife, feels entitled to cook every 
meal22 : 
He is now responsible for most of the tasks. However, there is something 
that I am specialized in. Though I have less time at home, I am eager to 
devote in areas like [pauses] cooking. I must be the one who hold the wok 
spatula. Also, after the clothes are dried, I am responsible for sorting [ ... ] 
(Anita, engineer, higher earning wife, 36) 
Her great emphasis on "holding the wok spatula" shows her eagerness to display 
herself as an appropriate wife to compensate for spending less time at home than her 
husband. In the same vein, Julia also feels the need to shop for food daily despite her 
busy election campaign schedule: 
Normally, I must do the majority of housework. However, these days, we 
have election. I spend less time at home so my husband does more these 
days. BUT [with great emphasis] I must buy food for the family dinner 
every day. (Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
Feeling ashamed of failing a wife's role during the election season, Julia feels the 
great need to cling to the traditional womanly tasks like preparing for dinner so as to 
display herself as a responsible wife. Other wives also like to show off superior skills 
22 This excerpt is taken from the first interview with Anita in October 2008. The husband has fully 
taken up cooking by the second interview in June 2009. The transformation of their family will be 
discussed in Chapter 8. 
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and efficiency in cooking, cleaning, dishwashing or even shopping: 
Sometimes he [husband] wants to help out in washing dishes. When I see 
this, I said, "Okay, don't wash." I see him pile all the bowls and dishes 
very neatly before washing [ ... ] He is really slow albeit being very clean. 
But he can wash for an hour! Yes, an hour, while I spend only 10 minutes. 
(Karen, housewife, 44) 
[My wife] puts everything on her shoulder. I want to help but she said I am 
not good enough. She said, "If you want to help, you need to do as 
properly as I am doing." She washes the windows twice a week. They're 
very lustrous [ ... ] She makes the bed and changes the mattresses. They're 
very heavy. But she doesn't want me to help. I said, "Let me cook." She 
said that I don't cook as deliciously as her. She strongly believes that she 
is superb in housework. She thinks the food and groceries that I bought 
were too expensive. [ ... ] What she buys must be the cheapest as she 
compares the price of every store for every item. 
(Thomas, unemployed, less earning husband, 63) 
Clinging to the gender ideals, wives are eager to show their competence as 
homemakers. Because of such habitual display, it signals to their husbands that 
women are the experts in household matters as oppose to men's alienation from them. 
As a result, unequal division of housework is reproduced. 
SAVING MEN'S EGO 
The traditional gendered beliefs, which provide a repertoire for couples to follow in 
everyday life, induce the majority of higher earning wives to compensate for 
surpassing their husbands occupationally and to avoid further stepping on their 
husbands' masculinity by re-emphasizing traditional female role. One of the ways is 
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to take on more housework voluntarily on the part of the wives. 
John had been out of work for 3 months. As an ex-senior manager of a 
prestigious firm, he felt hurt for the unemployed condition. His wife, Amy expresses, 
I was so worried. He said he had lost his identity. Also, he said even our 
part-time worker looked disdainfully at him. Last time, after lunch, he 
passed his finished dish to Mrs. Chan [part-time helper]. He said she didn't 
look nice. 
Amy sympathizes with her husband's condition and as a result, she "does gender" by 
reducing his amount of housework. Amy recounts: 
At that time, I catered to my husband. He didn't need to do any housework 
and I spoke very carefully. I must not say or do anything that reminded him 
about his jobless condition. I couldn't show my worries. I must show my 
support. [Lake: Why didn't he need to do any housework at that time?] If I 
asked him to do housework, he would think: Oh, you are looking down on me 
and think that I must be unemployed for long. 
"Doing housework", in Amy's mind, may trigger her husband about his state of 
joblessness and thus was a hypersensitive issue not to be mentioned. Therefore, she 
did even more housework when her husband was unemployed. 
Similarly, Joey also feels sorry for her husband who suffers from prolonged 
insomnia because of the unemployment. As a result, she feels the need to save face 
for his husband in front of their children. During the interview, J oey had a phone call 
from her husband who asked . if she and the children would come home for dinner. 
After answering him, she felt obliged to help him call the daughters and then report to 
the husband again. As asking "who's having dinner tonight" is usually a mom's job, 
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Joey intends to do her job and at the same time saves her husband's face in front of 
the children. 
Other women save men's ego uSing vanous ways. Rebecca, for example, 
"packages" her husband by crowning him as the "head of the family" in front of the 
boys and by letting him pay for all the meals. Other higher earning wives may avoid 
talking about their earnings and occupations in front of friends and relatives. Such 
intention of saving men's ego implicates their underlying goal of strengthening and 
reemphasizing the traditional gender expectation. 
The above illustrates that women "do gender" by justifying their husband's 
resistance, displaying themselves as appropriate wives and saving their husbands' ego. 
As a result, many wives cope with the burden of housework and some perform what 
Hochschild called "supermoming" (1989). "Supermoms" intend to arrange an 
intensely tight schedule so as to attain the excellence in both work and domestic 
endeavor. 
6.3 Wives' Resistance 
In the process, however, it is npt hard to note the resistance from the wives who try to 
change the circumstances. This occurs mainly because prolonged supermoming is not 
practical given the constraints of time and physical and psychological condition. 
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Higher-earning wives, in particular, feel the need to reconcile the gap between their 
ideals-of separate "sexual sphere" and male rule-and the reality (Hochschild, 
1989). Also, the beliefs of the husband and wife are sometimes conflicting which 
need to be managed. Therefore, to resolve these problems in the immediate context, 
women may resist by employing gendered strategies like playing helplessness or 
stupidity, grumbling and nagging, encouraging and praising. Owing to the entrenched 
gender norms, wives usually employ more indirect bargaining strategies than their 
husbands' (Komter, 1989). 
PLAYED HELPLESSNESS AND STUPIDITY 
To alleviate the household burden, women sometimes feign helplessness and 
manipulate stereotypical gender weaknesses in order to gaIn assistance from her 
husband. Joyce, for instance, states that at the beginning of the marriage, she did all 
the housework, including during pregnancy. As a self-stated "very traditional 
woman," she did more of the work-yet this balance has shifted through negotiation: 
In fact, well, I have some tricks. [laughs] Women can never be too 
smart. I have done several, uh, "experiments." I have observed my 
friends and my older sister and conclude that when a woman is strong 
either in gaining mone'y or taking care of any task, a man won't come 
to her aid. "She can do everything herself-why should I bother?" So 
maybe, I figured, I should act like a stupid pig! I said that I was a 
dunce with numbers, [sotto voice] even though I used to ace my math 
exams. Now, I don't need to bother with bills and receipts. For things 
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that require brainpower, I do this [making helpless "puppy-dog" eyes], 
and he takes care of it. I didn't really mean for it to work so well but, 
ha! It worked so well! "How much does the gas cost? And the bill?" 
[in a "buffoonish" voice] "Don't ask me!" [laughs] 
(Joyce, nurse, less earning wife, 36) 
Joyce's tactics are both explicitly and implicitly gendered. Owing to her traditional 
beliefs, she has never openly challenged her husband; yet she is successful in 
negotiation by taking advantage of feigned gendered weakness-claiming to be bereft 
of math skills. Joyce reports to deploy the same techniques for the task of "dealing 
with domestic helper". Exploiting her "gender weakness" of being emotional, she 
finds a means of sharing housework more equitably in spite of her more traditional 
beliefs: 
Usually, women are narrow-minded. Sometimes, I whine, "She has tom 
my dress. It's made of wool. Why has she hang-dried it? The whole piece 
is elongated and it almost touches the floor!" [Lake: In face of this, would 
you warn your domestic helper?] Usually, I won't confront her as I need 
to cool down. I must be [twitching her face and pursing her lips] cursing 
her furiously and thus I push my husband to talk to her as he understands 
that I need to cool down. He is accustomed to handle problem staff in the 
office. He could keep his tone calm and make his case very gently and 
indirectl y. 
By highlighting women's stereotypical weakness of being too emotional and 
narrow-minded, she successfully passes the buck to her husband in handling the 
domestic helper. The techniques of playing helplessness are successful as they boost 
the men's nature of being rational, strong and tough. Ivy also deliberately manipulates 
her physical weakness when she does not want to perform some housework tasks: 
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At the beginning of the marriage, I said, "Hey, why don't you wash the 
dishes? I am very tired. Why don't you sweep the floor? I don't have the 
energy. And this becomes a routine now. [Lake: So you ask him to do all 
these because you are tired.] In fact, no ... I just dislike doing these tasks 
[laughs] I don't like washing dishes and sweeping the floor. I hate the 
grease. The plates are very dirty. I don't like the sticky feeling. The oil 
sludge is viscous. I just can't stand it. [Lake: What about sweeping the 
floor?] It's okay. But just that I don't want to move. [Lake: Does your 
husband know that you don't like these two tasks?] [guffaws] No ... [laughs] 
he doesn't. (Ivy, secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
Feigning that she IS physically weak-being "tired" and lacking "energy"-as 
compared to her husband can help boosting men's masculinity and thus exempting 
her from two domestic tasks. Rebecca also says she pretends to be dumb from time to 
time about the need of the family. Such strategies can give her a break for a while: 
At the right time, I act like a dummy [ ... ] For example, my husband 
doesn't need to work on a particular Saturday and I am also free that day. I 
know that it's my time for the duty [at home] but I walk off deliberately 
and do my own stuff [ ... ] He will call and check me to see if I remember 
it's my duty. [laughs] Then I said, "Oh, our son didn't know the answer. 
So did you answer him? Yes? So everything's fine. Let's hang up. I am 
doing facial treatment." He thought I forget the time. He won't utter a 
word about this. But of course, I do this only occasionally and I won't go 
too far. (Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Obviously, Rebecca is devoid of private space at home. Husband's telephone check 
indicates how anomalous it is for her to be out of his sight. However, by acting like a 
"dummy", she can take a break. To reconcile the ideal of a good wife and the 
exhausting reality of being one, these women effectively play helplessness and 
stupidity which successfully negotiate roles in the household. 
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NAGGING AND GRUMBLING 
Some women may express discontentment by nagging and grumbling when husbands 
seem to be unresponsive to household demands: 
Sometimes, the flush handle is out of order. And [my wife] nags me 
continuously until I do the job. Usually, it's Sunday. I feel dizzy. But she 
wants me to fix it. [Imitates in a flat voice:] "Hey, the handle is broken. 
Fix it. Go out and buy a new one and fix it." [Lake: Do you do this right 
away?] Usually, I will delay. I am quite lazy. And then, after some time, 
she nags again. Her 'nagging kung fu' works as she nags non-stop. Then I 
go and buy them listlessly. 
(Charles, technician, higher earning husband, 44) 
My wife is very docile. Yet frankly, she does nag me, "huh, help the 
children revise the tests." Usually, she just complained in one or two 
sentences and that's it. [Lake: Why do you consider this as nagging?] This 
is nagging. If not, she should say, [imitates in a gentle voice] "Hubby, my 
sweet hubby. Please teach our son." [laughs] 
(Peter, NGO worker, less earning husband, 46) 
From time to time, [my wife] nags me for she has lots of things to do and 
she wants me to help. Then, I said, "Why do you dig those things out? Just 
leave them." Then, she will work on her own. [Lake: How was your 
attitude at that time? Was your attitude bad?] Yes, coz I am playing or 
surfing the Internet. I don't like people to disturb me. I hate this. 
(Dennis, technician, less earning husband, 31) 
Some wives also resonate about how they seek help or urge the husband to do 
housework by nagging and grumbling: 
Sometimes, I griped, "huh ... I do all housework." Umm, may not be all. 
But I do most of them: Then, I think [my husband] is quite right. He said 
that the housework that I do is visible and his is invisible. Coz I have back 
pain and sometimes, he helps me massage my back when I don't feel well 
and sometimes, he helps me find massaging cream in the midnight. 
(Edith, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
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In the section of husband tactics, I also showed how Amy nagged her husband about 
his delay in clearing his belongings. In addition, Amy also said she did mention a few 
times in a non-serious fashion about the sharing of dishwashing: 
Sometimes I watch TV and I see a very warm scene where the husband 
washes dishes with the wife. When the wife is washing dishes, the man is 
drying them beside her. But in this world, there is no such man. Men never 
go into the kitchen [ ... ] When I saw the scene on TV, I pointed out to my 
husband, "The couple is so sweet. Why don't you do the same?" I wasn't 
very serious. I mentioned this jokingly because I know telling him my 
expectation is useless. He follows his own rules. 
(Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
As an "appropriate" woman, these wives nag and grumble slightly instead of blatantly 
striving for their own rights. However, the recounts show that most of their effort is 
futile. Some wives, like Rebecca have also abandoned such way in the process of 
negotiation. 
THE ART OF PRAISING: WHY DOES IT WORK ON WOMEN BUT NOT ON MEN? 
Many couples use a gender neutral strategy-"praising" as the means to encourage 
their partner to continue certain behavior like doing housework. For instance, Edith is 
recognized for her hard work in cleaning each and every tile glossily and making new 
dishes; Sylvia has been prai~ed for "playing and teaching the child despite a day's 
work at school"; Ada is praised for her excellence in steamed eggs; Charles ' wife has 
been praised for her improvement in cooking. These accolades brighten up the wives 
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and encourage them to keep up and improve the performance in household tasks. 
Interestingly, however, praises seem to be effective when it applies to women; but not 
to men. Such distinct results carry a gendered connotation. As Sylvia suggests: 
[Lake: Just now, you said your husband praised you for your devotion in 
housework. Did you do this reciprocally?] Yes. But it's useless. For 
example, he really cooks well. Then, I praise him. [ ... ] "Wow! The egg 
that you cook is so delicious! Even our neighbour's wife can't make so 
well. You have to teach her!" Then, he feels happier. "The soup is nice 
too!" Then, I will say, "I can't make it. .. why don't you do it." [laughs] [So 
does he take over 'cooking' very often?] No. Just once or twice. He can 
tolerate with my cooking. [Lake: Why doesn't he do it himself if he cooks 
better?] [laughs] To him, it's better to eat than cook. 
(Sylvia, senior teacher, higher earning wife, 41) 
Clement also concedes that even though he is highly lauded for his cooking skills, "he 
has returned to the original form" of not doing any housework after his two years of 
househusband's life. Praising about their excellence in housework tasks does not 
encourage husbands to do more because being approved for fitting in a womanly role 
is not something to be proud of as a man. Only when such praises can relate to manly 
qualities are they effective. Joyce praises her husband for doing a traditional woman's 
job by crowning him as the "expert": 
I often say he is the expert of pricing. He really knows where to buy 
cheaper stuff. As time goes by, he is responsible for shopping groceries. 
(Joyce, nurse, less earning wife, 36) 
As aforementioned, she often denigrates her ability in mathematics and extols highly 
about her husband's superiority in it. Though grocery shopping is traditionally a 
woman's job, acclaiming his sensitivity in figures seem to boost men's ego and make 
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them more willing to help out. 
Following the gender script, the couples "do gender" in day-to-day context and 
reproduce the gendered housework division. When the husband displays clumsiness, 
the partner comes to his assistance and displays herself as an appropriate wife; when 
the man delays and protests, the woman justifies, rationalizes and completes the job; 
when the man fails in the production role, the woman tries to do balancing. By 
investigating the dynamics of housework negotiation, we learned that the unequal 
housework division can be partly caused by their gendered interaction in which men 
and women draw their knowledge from their gender ideologies. As active agents, 
wives do resist when they feel unbearable or when their gender ideology conflicts 
with their husbands ' . Though they have tactics to fight for their rights, they "do 
gender" in the choice of strategies to maintain their femininity. The resistance 
however, does not seem effective unless the women 'played helplessness' which once 
again reinforces the superiority of men. 
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Chapter Seven: Children, In-laws and Doing Gender of Couples 
"Doing gender" works well to illunlinate how interaction between husband and wife 
reproduce and re-construct the household division of labor in everyday life. However, 
past research has ignored the involvement of the "third parties" like the children and 
the in-laws who are significant members in the Chinese context. In hope of expanding 
the application of doing gender, my plea in this chapter is to discover how the third 
parties' constant interactions with the couples actively and forcefully reinforce the 
gendered division of household labor. 
7.1 How do children escalate the doing gender of husbands and 
wives? 
Many parents devote tremendous amount of resources, attention and love to their 
children. Some parents in my studies even resign for the sake of the children's 
well-being. Given their importance, we will remiss if the role of children are 
undermined as passive objects. Children are, indeed, highly potential to influence 
their parents' attitude and behavior. In this section, I would explore the dynamics in 
children-parent interaction as of how children actively but subtly employ strategies to 





As shown in Chapter 4, tasks like child care and child education are mostly done by 
mothers. From their accounts, children are strongly attached to their mothers; but less 
to fathers. Many children approach their mother on their own accord instead of the 
other way around. As a respondent Rebecca explained, "The young one always sticks 
with me and doesn't let go of me. I am a little bit afraid of him [said jokingly]. I 
cannot touch him and hug him too often [ ... ] as he tends to ignore his father in my 
presence." Regardless of their sex, children in general love to talk with and make 
jokes with mothers more; seek help from them more and yearn to sleep with them 
more. When children make gendered choices by treating mother instead of father as 
their primary parent, mothers inevitably shoulder most of the childcare work. 
Children tend to make jokes and chat with their mothers more often. As Nick, a 
12-year-old child suggests: 
From time to time, we [he and his sister] draw mom's attention. [Lake: 
How?] Sometimes we" ask her some silly questions-questions that she 
cannot answer. For example, "Mom, except dad, in this world who do you 
love most? Me or sis?" She then makes a very funny face. [laughs] This is a 
tough question. But we force her to answer. [laughs] [Lake: Do you ask dad 
the same question ?] No. He is more serious. 
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Fathers like Charles, Tim and Thomas also admit that children like talking to the 
mother more and in Joey's family, "the girls do not talk to their father". When 
children need help, they approach their mother first unless they are left with the father. 
These respondents narrate: 
For all problems in daily life, they seek me first as my time at home is 
more than my husbands'. Also, I take care of all the details [ ... ] No matter 
what, they ask mom first. The problem is that they are not very 
independent. They seek my help for everything. They don't even know 
where their clothes are. (Karen, housewife, 44) 
They ask for my help when it's something home-related [ ... ] They have 
improved quite a lot by now. In the past, they often ask, "Where is my 
towel? Where are my stuffs?" They often called, 
"Mom ... Mom ... Mom ... " (Ada, housewife, 42) 
Usually I ask mom instead of dad. Coz dad is quite crossed. When I ask 
him about homework, sometimes he said, "This is common sense." 
(Nick, son, 12) 
Also, between mother and father, children usually long for mother's company when 
they go to bed. These respondents recount: 
I am [pauses] extremely busy. Apart from work, I need to take care of my 
daughter. She sticks with me firmly. We still go to bed together. She wants 
to talk with me in the bed. (Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
Like yesterday, mom came home late because she dined out with others. 
But daughter was reluctant to go to bed. She said she needed to wait for 
mommy. (Carl, financial agent, less earning husband, 40) 
When both of us are here, the children must choose to sleep with mom. 
They choose me only when there is no choice. [So how do you/eel?] I feel 
abandoned. [laughs] 
(Barry, maintenance worker, less earning husband, 28) 
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He [five-year-old son] can't sleep without me. He must play tantrum every 
time if I am not sleeping with him. Yes. Every time! He needs to grasp my 
hair when he sleeps. This gives him a sense of security. 
(Julia, political party worker, 29) 
Children choose to stick with the mother rather than the father. Their choice is a 
gendered one. And such choice in a day-to-day context reinforces and strengthens the 
gender norm and help justifying the inequitable housework division. 
EMOTIONAL DISPLAY' TEARS AND PROTESTS & LA UGHTER AND LOVE 
Children sometimes express emotionally about their wish and eventually urge mothers 
to change their behavior and follow closer to the gender norm. Children may employ 
strategies like crying and protesting so as to catch their mothers' attention. Sometimes, 
children's gestures of love or their withdrawal of love can also draw mothers closer to 
them. In short, children's emotional displays often create an immediate context in 
which husband and wife make gendered decision. 
Tears & Laughter 
Children very often resort to crying to bargain for mother's presence. Nick's tears, for 
instance, earn him a week's time to be with his mother during the exam period: 
In the last [academic] term ... my ex-boss wanted me to go to the Mainland 
with him to give a talk ... 1 had some struggles because it was around Mayor 
June. My boy had anexam ... that's why I had some struggles ... then, I 
decided to leave for Mainland for one week. Subsequently, his result was 
not very good. He cried because he couldn't get into the elite class. As a 
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result, in the following term ... I took a week's leave to accompany him 
during the exam ... he felt a lot better and more secured ... then last month, I 
took a 3-day leave to accompany my daughter during her test period. This 
time, she was very happy. . . (Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
His son's tears make her contrite for failing to provide him with a sense of security as 
a mother. As a result, she "does gender" by acting appropriately and taking annual 
leave for the sake of her son's exam. When his son showed signs of contentment, she 
did the same to the daughter. Her daughter's exuberant joy motivates her to continue 
to do gender. In the same vein, Candice's daughter and Julia's son also use crying as a 
means to catch their mother's attention: 
She started screaming while I was taking a shower. "Daddy, you're all 
wrong! Daddy, no!" Then she cried thunderously. The biggest problem 
is when she cried, my mom is very nervous. She will go and help my 
daughter. This is the trouble. [ ... ] That is at the end, I need to come out 
even though I am taking a bath. Aye! Poor me! 
(Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
He often calls me when I am at work. Sometimes, he plays tantrum and 
cried on the phone saying, "Mom, I want you to come back 
immediately!" (Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
Their tears successfully draw their mothers back to the childcare work. Candice, for 
instance, hurries herself when taking bath as her daughter's tears may alarm 
Candice's mother which may give rise to further familial conflicts. For Julia, she has 
to be speedy at work so that she can go home earlier to comfort her crying son. 
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Protests 
In an extreme case, a child protest overtly about the overtime work of his mother and 
pressure her to quit her job so that she can spend more time with them: 
I can't participate in many school activities. For these recent Saturdays, 
I am very busy. My hospital has lots of activities- really, a lot. But 
my children always show their dissatisfaction. No matter what, they 
want me to join them. [Lake: How did they show their displeasure?] 
Dh, well ... sometimes they can be really radical. "What? It's a 
Saturday! Why do you need to work still? What's wrong with your boss? 
This is totally unacceptable-we'll have to complain about him." My 
son said that I had to quit my job. "I told you ... you should be working 
as a private nurse. Who works like this these days?" [laughing] [Lake: 
Did he ask your husband to attend the school activity instead?] No, no, 
he didn't. (Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
The differential treatment of mother and father shows that children exhibit highly 
gendered expectations: taking care of the children is the mother' primary role, while it 
is secondary for their father. Likewise, Amy also told her story about her daughter's 
protest against washing dishes by attributing it to "a mother's duty": 
Once I asked her to wash dishes. She was about 15 years old then. Maybe 
she was studying at that time or that she was just lazy. She said she didn't 
want to. Then, we quarreled. I remember I questioned, "Why am I 
responsible for dishwashing all the time?" She said angrily, "Coz you are 
the mom!" At the end, I didn't say a word. I just wash them. I don't want 
to argue with her. (Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
Deeply rooted in a teenager's mind, household chores are the mother's responsibility. 
Having reminded of such role, the mother gave in. This mother-child dynamics show 
how children can serve asa catalyst that reinforces the gender norm in daily 
interaction. One point to note is that the father is absent from the dispute of "washing 
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dishes" despite his presence in the house. His absence in a "woman's dispute" over 
housework reinforce the expectation of men's irrelevance in housework 
responsibility. 
Protests from children are also common when siblings compete for mother's 
love. Mothers are thus driven to put extra effort to balance her love. Nick, a 
12-year-old son shows how he and his sister compete to draw mother's attention: 
Once we bought two puzzles at Sogo shopping mall. My puzzle is a 
picture of Mona Lisa. My sis bought one with Disney figures. Then, Mom 
helped me to use the glue first, but sis needed mom's help at the same time. 
Mom was very busy at that time as she was helping me. And sis called her 
repeatedly, "Help me! Help me!" When Mom helped her, she yelled at 
Mom, "Why didn't you help me just now?" Her voice was so loud and she 
yelled for such a long time that I heard her even when I was taking a bath. 
Interestingly though, children seem to protest and compete for mother's attention, but 
they do not use the same strategies on their fathers. Some parents attribute this to the 
comparative leniency of mothers. But some fathers note that many mothers are stricter 
and are more often the discipliner of children; yet still children tend to stick with their 
mothers more and tend to employ the strategies as mentioned on their mothers only. It 
is plausible that children have observed the gender dynamics of their parents and thus 
they know who they should approach, who they should whine at and what they should 
protest for in front of different parents. By making gendered choice, children are 
reinforcing the definition of an appropriate man and woman at the household level in 
a day-to-day basis. 
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Love & A Shift o(Love 
The word "love" is highly celebrated in my respondents' family. The displays of it by 
kissing, hugging and patting are commonplace. Interestingly, the display of intimacy 
from children always deters mothers from leaving them for too long. As Karen puts it: 
In one gathering, my husband brought me along with him and I ask my 
mother to take care of them [ ... ] When I came back home, the young one 
rushed towards me and gave me a warm hug and said, "Why are you so 
late? You should have called me." [How do you feel at that time?] Of 
course I am very happy. It's sweet that my son loves me so much. 
(Karen, housewife, 44) 
The feeling of missing is reciprocal. Mothers, like Karen, Tanya and Sylvia have 
explicitly indicated their uneasiness when they left the children to others for various 
gatherings. The children's craving desires for mothers by the endearing displays of 
affection make many mothers cut down such gathering and draw them to home. 
These, however, are not the concerns for any father; children, by the same token, do 
not have a similar expectation of their father's presence as they have on mothers. 
On the other hand, "love" can be withdrawn or shifted to others when mothers 
seem to be "too work-centred". Anita lamented that in the past, her son had a closer 
relationship with the domestic helper: 
In the past, my son loves the domestic helper more than me. When I went 
to work, he is very happy as he can play with the helper. Our helper then 
was number one in his mind. [Did you feel bad then?] Of course I did. But 
I was quite helpless. Whoever spends more time with him, he will like that 
person more. 
Despite feeling "helpless", she did have some adjustments. Her relationship with 
132 
children is the most important impetus: 
In the past, my time at home wasn't very regular. I was really busy at 
work. I didn't like people saying bad things about me. My boss often 
complained about me, so I work OT, OT, OT, OT [overtime]. But once, I 
felt really unfair and I felt uneasy as I noticed I spent little time with my 
kids. I think it's better to feel bad about being scolded by my boss than 
feeling bad about spending less time with kids. Now, I come home on 
time. 
(Anita, civil engineer, higher earning wife, 36) 
Children's display of shifting their love to father, to grandmother or even to domestic 
helpers may be genuine but it is an alarm for mothers that they need to do their 
domestic work appropriately. Fathers, in contrast, seem to be impervious and less 
troubled. Such reminders for women reinforce the "doing gender" in everyday 
interaction and thus reproducing the unequal division of labor at home. 
EXCLUDING FATHER MOTHERING 
In some cases, children also actively exclude their father from "mothering" them. 
Instead of alienating themselves totally from the fathers, some respondents said 
children tend to attach more to the fathers when playing. Barry, for instance said he 
always played "superman and monster" with his daughters. Sylvia also said that "the 
son must grab his father hard.when playing something risky" as she looked even more 
frightened than the son. However, in many circumstances, children not only attach 
closer to the mother, some even exclude their fathers from the daily caring of them. 
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Talking about whether Candice's husband shares his bed with their daughter as she 
does, she noted: 
They don't sleep together. [laughs] I don't know why. When he wants 
to come in, my daughter kicks him out, and rarely allows him to come 
in, so he watches TV outside. [laughs] When my daughter and I fall 
asleep, then he can come in and sleep. 
(Candice, nurse, higher earning wife, 36) 
Her husband admitted: 
When I come close to [my girl], she thrusts me out. If she has a choice, 
she will choose mom [ ... ] like yesterday, Mom had dinner with her 
friend at night and my daughter should go to bed by then. She was 
reluctant to go to bed. She said she wanted to wait for mommy. [Lake: 
Can't you substitute momfor a while?} No! I have tried. I said jokingly, 
"Can I pretend to be mommy and sleep with you tonight?" She said, 
"No! You are not mommy. I don't want daddy." [ ... ] Sometimes, I 
want to kiss her. But she turns her face to another side deliberately and 
pushes me away from her. It's okay when mom kisses her. Sometimes, 
she said to me, "You have bad breath. No!" 
(Carl, financial agent, less earning husband, 40) 
Candice's daughter actively excludes the father from "mothering" her, delineating a 
clear boundary between men and childcare. She further points out that when her 
husband attempts to teach their child, she notes her child's insistence upon her 
mother 's attention: 
Sometimes, I want to leave her [ daughter] to my husband for a while, say 
for teaching mathematics. After walking away for a while, I heard the 
clamor between the two again. Then, listlessly, I walked back and checked. 
Sometimes, when I was on the phone, I heard my daughter's yelling, "Oh! 
Dad! No! What are you doing?" I don't understand why, but they can't be 
together. All the time, I end up monitoring their interaction. Sometimes, 
the screaming of my daughter made me come out even when I am taking a 
bath. Aye! Poor me! 
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At this point, the child tries to attract her mother's attention and to drive the father 
away by yelling and screaming. As Candice puts it, "When my husband and daughter 
are alone, I think she obeys him." Yet, when Candice is at home, "[their] daughter gets 
really nitpicky with her father." In this sense, while the husband has the ability to take 
care of his daughter, the child prohibits him from taking up a mother's role (i.e. the 
child care job). As mentioned before, Candice tails her daughter almost all the time 
and leaving little time to the husband. The interaction between mother and child 
reinforces the "women's realm" of childcare and the exclusion of fathers in it. 
Similar to Candice's expenence, children In these families also have the 
tendency to exclude their father: 
Both of my girls behave very similarly. When they want to sleep and if they 
have a choice, they must choose mom. They choose me only when they 
have no choice. [ ... ] [Lake: But have you tried sleeping with them? That is 
to say, you and mom and the girl all sleep together.] The girl said there's too 
little room. I've tried before. She said it's too crowded. 
(Barry, technician, less earning husband, 28) 
The young one always sticks with me and doesn't let go of me. I am a little 
bit afraid of him [said jokingly]. My husband complained that when I am at 
home, my younger son is very naughty as he ignores everyone and he just 
sticks with me. My husband is jealous obviously as I am more 'popular' 
than he is. [laughs] When I am at home, he tends to ignore his father. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Their choice of "mother" and their exclusion of father seem to arise from the feeling 
of the appropriateness of who should "mother" them. Through their day-to-day 
observation of the gendered division of labor, they perceive that there is something 
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"wrong" when the father "mothers" them. Being excluded, some fathers may feel 
"abandoned" and after several unsuccessful trials of getting near the child, they may 
back down. Such interaction drives the father away from nurturing them or confines 
their arena to playing with the children only. 
From the above analysis, children's roles emerge as indispensable in the marital 
negotiation process as they often create the immediate context in which the couples 
make gendered decision. To name a few, in Candice and Carl's case for instance, the 
immediate context might be the crying daughter. For Tanya, the immediate context is 
an angry son and a traditional husband. In Anita's case, the immediate context is 
perhaps the perceived withdrawal of children's love. The dynamics with children, 
very often drive couples to "do gender" in their consideration of children's 
expectation, feelings and behavior. Since children make gendered decisions by 
attaching to mothers, it is understandable as to why women do more childcare work at 
home regardless of their contribution of income. 
WHY MOM NOT DAD? 
As discussed, the choice of attaching to mother is a gendered decision. However, 
some may attribute this to the "nature" of the closeness of mother-child bonding. 
Among the respondents, one told me the story of how a one and a half-year-old infant 
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actively exclude her father: 
My baby is very funny. She doesn't like to be touched by men. When daddy 
wants to help her change the diapers, she cries and struggles. [ ... ] Every 
night, I must sleep beside her. But she can't sleep with dad. [Lake: What 
happened when dad wants to sleep with her?] She cries. Then, she rushes 
towards me and points at daddy and points at the bed. [What if daddy wants 
to play with her?] She runs and runs and runs. She runs away instantly. 
(Ivy, secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
Since the baby is so young, it is tempting to attribute such behavior to biological 
factors. In concordance with Bowlby (1969), many mothers believe in the universal 
nature of mother-infant attachment and the endurance of it. Some mothers like Julia, 
Ivy and Sylvia owed their intimate relationship with the children to the fact that they 
breastfed their babies. Such attachment at the infant stage is believed to be extended 
and endured as the children grow up. Ivy also proposed, "Maybe the body 
temperature of men is higher than women. That's why, the baby dislikes this." 
However, the biological arguments are simply untenable. At the very least, the 
assumption of endurance of attachment is simply unfounded in my study. On the 
contrary, as shown in Anita's case, the attachment to mother shifted to the attachment 
domestic helper; and then now to her husband despite the fact that she also breastfed 
the babies in the past. Beyond the unsubstantiated biological relationship, the problem 
of "absent father" seems to provide a more pertinent explanation. As Ivy, the baby's 
mother, added, "Maybe [my husband] is rarely at home. [Daddy and the baby] don't 
see each other often." The father is a lorry driver whose working hour is not regular 
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and the time spent with the baby is very limited. It is plausible that the baby cannot 
recognize him when he approaches her. As a result, the baby tends to run away from 
this "stranger" when she is heartily accosted. 
The phenomenon of "absent father" or "having a minimal father" is very 
common in the cases. Children tend to exclude the father because he looks less 
familiar to them. In addition, through observation of their parents and social 
learning, children recognize the "correct" division of labor at home. They learn to 
approach the right person for the right task. Since they notice that "home" is mother's 
reign, they tend to feel right to attach to her for domestic tasks. By acting right, they 
have a greater chance of success for things they that hope for. When both parents 
have official meetings, children would protest against mother's absence, but not 
against their father. When they need a guardian during the exam time, they yearn for 
mother's company instead of the father's. Their gendered choice reinforces different 
parental roles in the family. In the day-to-day context, these children become the 
monitor of gender norms and in effect, strengthen the process of doing gender at 
home when parents behave accordingly. 
In some cases, the cho~ce of "mom" can be caused by implicit alliance of the 
child and the father; or the child and the mother. In the latter case, as aforementioned, 
when mothers treat housework as their reign, they may align with the children whose 
138 
love is shown reciprocally and thus their interaction actively the exclude the father in 
childcare. For the former circumstance, fathers like Peter may ally with children in 
family meetings and pressurize mother not to leave home for overseas conferences. 
Other fathers like Clement may play mischievous tricks so that the child can stick 
with the mother Sylvia more and in turn fathers can have more free time: 
Ever since his birth, I have been training my son to stick with mommy. 
[Lake: How do you do that?] When he is with his mother, I praise him, 
"Wow! You are a good boy." [laughs] This is a strategy, you know. As 
mommy loves him a lot, he then sticks with mom. [ ... ] I do the same thing 
when mom is with the son. Perhaps I said, "Wow. Mommy, you are so 
busy in the morning but you still play with the son and teach the son at 
night. This must be exhausting. You love the son so much." 
(Clement, buyer, less earning husband, 43) 
Being encouraged, the son may reinforce the behavior of attaching to the mother and 
vice versa. Also, it was discovered from Sylvia's interview as to why the son chooses 
to sleep with the mother more than the father: 
Umm, [my son] can sleep with Dad but Dad just ignores him. [Lake: Why 
did he ignore him?] No ... he doesn't ignore him entirely now as sometimes 
I work really late. When I sleep with [my son], I talk to him until he sleeps. 
But Dad won't. He listens to the radio beside my sleeping son. 
By playing a less attached parental role, the father can drive the son to the mother in 




In face of children's strategies, mothers have power to resist. However, whether they 
are prepared to exercise such power is called into question. First, since children's 
gendered decision jibes with the cultural norms, mothers feel obliged to gratify their 
wish. Second, when it is out of love that children yearn for their mother's presence, 
mothers relish them, or at the very least, it is simply too harsh to ignore them. 
Nevertheless, while mothers are reluctant to resist, it is sometimes unrealistic to let 
children have their way all the time when mothers are strained between home and 
work and when children's demand become too unbearable for them. 
EXPLAINING IN FACE OF PROTESTS 
As mentioned earlier, Tanya's son, Nick protests when mother needs to work at the 
weekend. In addition to compensating her children by taking leaves, she shares with 
them about her pressure at work so that her children can give her more understanding: 
Since they are older now, I would share with them about my daily 
encounters [ .. . ] they may understand that our work is very busy and under 
great pressure. When I have pressure at work, I will tell them about it. Not 
everything ... but a bit. I think they can understand. I think communication 
is the key. Through this, they can give me more understanding. Say ... I 
really can't come back earlier and I really need to work on Saturdays. 
They show their displeasure, yet they try to behave. This is what I heard 
from my mom. They are usually more obedient and self-disciplined when 
I am not at home. 
Since her children are old enough-9 and Il-they can probably understand the 
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difficulties of their mother. Therefore, in face of children's protests, Tanya tries to 
seek their understanding by communication. This strategy of resistance is often 
practiced and it appears to be feasible. Nick, the son, was interviewed eight months 
after the mother's interview. He started to show his understanding and admiration 
toward his mother's work during the interview: 
[Lake: Did you complain about your mom s job?] I did because at that 
time, mom was very busy and she had little time with us. I felt that she 
didn't care about us. Those were time when she was really busy. I thought 
it wasn't good. I told her about my feelings. [ ... ] [Lake: In which aspect 
do you like your mother?] I think she is very nice and very kind. She 
didn't go to the private hospital because of money and a more relaxing 
environment. Once, I asked, "Why didn't you become a private nurse?" 
She said, "If all nurses move to the private ones, the poor can't receive 
medical care then." I admire her [ spirit]. 
Earlier in this chapter, Tanya retold how her son protested and urged her to be a 
private nurse so that she could have more time at home. However, such attitude had 
changed since her mother explained to him when he protested. His knowledge on the 
difference between a private hospital and public ones at his age indicates that his 
mother did communicate with him about her work and explanation as such can gain 
the son's understanding for casting her domestic role aside when necessary. But of 
course, explanation cannot work alone. Tanya does make consensus and gratify her 
children's wish as aforementioned. 
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TRAINING CHILDREN TO BE MORE INDEPENDENT 
Another effective way to resist children's habitual mother-seeking behavior is to train 
them to be more independent. As suggested, Ada's children habitually asked their 
mother the whereabouts of their belongings. Ada wards them off in the name of 
training them: 
I am smarter now as I make them handle their own stuff. For example, I 
would ask them to put their own clothes into the drawer and teach them 
how to hang their own clothes. [Lake: And then, they won't always seek 
you?] Yep! In the past, they often asked me where this and that was. Now I 
train them put their own stuff in the right place. I stand there and teach 
them how to do this. (Ada, housewife, 42) 
Rebecca has also tried to train her 3-year-old son to be less attached to her and to 
control his temper by keeping a distance from him: 
The young one always sticks with me and doesn't let go of me. I am a 
little bit afraid of him [said jokingly]. I cannot touch him and hug him too 
often. If I often hug him he would be too proud and his temper will be bad. 
He would arouse his temper when others touch him. My husband has 
complained to me that he is naughty in my presence-ignoring others and 
not following anyone but his mom. [ ... ] Therefore, I tend to avoid being 
too close to him. It's a pity that I can't touch him too often! 
(Rebecca, merchandizer, higher earning wife, 42) 
Though mothers are happy with children's attachment, some of them might feel the 
need to train their independence. To resist their habitual mother-seeking behavior, 
Rebecca avoids "being too Glose" to her son. While Ada and Rebecca intentionally 
trained their children to reduce their mother-seeking habits, Tanya's demand at work 
necessitates her to make her children responsible for their own studies. Emotional 
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displays from children are expected; yet compulsory work leaves one no choice. 
Tanya alleges, 
[The children] may rely on me [to check their homework] and be careless 
about their mistakes. They may say, "Mom, check it quickly and I will 
correct it." They won't be responsible for their own work. But I can't 
afford the time to check every detail with them. [ ... ] I give them this 
responsibility. [ ... ] Like last Saturday and Sunday, I have to go to camp. 
All I could do is to ask my son to do the dictation with his sister. [ ... ] I 
leave them such responsibility. I need to trust them. 
(Tanya, nurse, higher earning wife, 48) 
Even though children may employ strategies to urge their mother to fulfill their roles, 
the reality often makes such obligations difficult. Despite their wish to satisfy the 
children, mothers have to deflect children's demand and protests to the project of 
training their independence. 
PASSING THE BUCK 
As mentioned, some children exclude their father mothering when both are present. 
Sometimes, due to the fatigue, mothers may pass the buck to the father and leave the 
children no choice. But the success of such resistance very much depends on father's 
willingness. Rebecca recalls her resistance: 
When the son cried, [husband] said, "You go and see." Then, 1 said, "I 
don't want to move. Why don't you go and see." And he said, "He is 
crying for you, not me! 1 am tired. You go!" 
As demonstrated, sometimes their effort was futile. However, passing the buck to 
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their husband appears to be the most convenient way to relieve their pressure. 
Similarly, Candice, whose daughter "kicks [her father] out of her bed", has tried to 
take time out by passing the responsibility of taking the girl to different classes to her 
husband. This leaves the girl no choice but to follow the father: 
[Lake: So you are taking your daughter to the pool instead of relying on 
your husband] Well, I guess I must be the one to take her to the pool 
because daddy has to go to man's toilet and can't take her with him. I 
don't want to go! I really don't want to! Aye! I must be the one. But for 
other classes, if daddy is available, I will avoid taking her to classes. I 
need to take a break! 
This section illuminates how children can escalate parents to "do gender". Children's 
gendered choices are powerful as they are connected with the notion of love and are 
in line with the cultural norms. Mothers, most of the time, feel obliged to yield to 
their wishes. Resistance, however, is not uncommon. Such dynamics between the 
couples and the children are pertinent to the understanding of how housework is 
divided. 
7.2 How do parent-in-Iaws and parents escalate the doing gender of 
husbands and wives? 
The importance of couple's parents should not be undermined in family studies in 
Hong Kong since filial piety (Xiao Dao) to one's parents is the backbone of Chinese 
families. It is a hierarchal concept in which children are obligated to obey, to serve 
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and to repay their aging parents (Pei, 2001). Henceforth, as an indication of filial 
piety, it is morally and socially desirable especially for the eldest son to live with the 
parents upon marriage. Such idea is still deep-rooted in modem society like Hong 
Kong despite apparently in a modified form (N g, et. aI, 2002). Among the 18 families 
in this research, four families are living with their parents/in-laws; four deliberately 
live closer to them and three others had the experience of living with them in the past. 
Many others, despite not living with the elderly, have frequent regular contact with 
their parents. Being culturally powerful and having frequent contact with the couples, 
the parents or the parent-in-Iaw's influence on the daughter-in-law can be particularly 
profound and should not be overlooked. In this section, I would first substantiate to 
what extent the power and importance of parents and parent-in-law still exist as 
reflected in the couples' interview. Then, given such prerogative over the couples, I 
will go on to discuss how their presence and omnipresence exert pressure on the 
couples to "do gender" at home. 
LATENT POWER OF COUPLES' PARENTS 
The latent power of couples' parents that is embedded in the filial norms is 
inadvertently reflected in the course of the interviews. As suggested by Komter 
(1989), latent power is a subtle force to avoid conflict by keeping issues from even 
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being raised to. It was found that in many families, bearing the unbearable is often 
expected especially from daughter-in-Iaws: 
Along the years, I have not rebuked my mother-in-law. At most I look 
angry and turn away because I understand that if I retort, I will receive a 
death sentence. Our relationship will be bad if I retort. Therefore, when I 
think that she is wrong, I pretend that I can't hear her. But I won't snap 
at her. [What do you find wrong in what she said?] Those are falsehood. 
She said she is worried that the rain will cut my son's head [ ... ] Also it's 
about the way of taking care of kids. When the fork was dropped onto 
the floor, she stuck it back to my son's mouth without cleaning it. I 
didn't stop her though. I will remember to pick the fork up faster than 
my mother-in-law next time. 
(Rebecca, merchandizer, higher earning wife, 42) 
We [Mother-in-law and I] have little conflicts as I do everything. [ ... ] 
Sometimes she may say things that hurt me unintentionally. But I won't 
put this in my mind. I won't retort. [ ... ] Those are small stuffs. I won't 
tell my husband because I don't think he likes to hear me complaining. 
Sometimes, I would air my grievances to my friends. That's it. I have to 
forget it after that. (Pamela, accountant, higher earning wife, 40) 
Paul [Edith's husband] values filial piety. But I know I can't live with 
her [mother-in-law] peacefully. I am sure I have to bear with her and I 
am sure I don't have such tolerance. If I still need to see her after work, 
that means I have to endure everything for 18 hours a day. I can't. [ ... ] If 
she is my mom, I can stop her strictly. But she is my mother-in-law. I 
can't stop her from talking. I don't want to bear the spells each and 
every day. (Edith, merchandizer, higher earning wife, 35) 
The daughter-in-laws understand that it is essential to obey and tolerate with the 
mother-in-laws. When tension arises between them, the daughter-in-law is expected 
to stay silent, but not to argue back or they will face "a death sentence". Though the 
phrase "death sentence" is used metaphorically, it emphasizes the consequences and 
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the fear behind the breaking of such filial norm. If daughter-in-Iaws really want to 
channel their "thoughts" to their mother-in-law, they have to do it through their 
husbands. As Clement puts it: 
One day, grandma made some soup for my son. We're not sure what 
kind of soup it was but we didn't want our kid to drink it. My wife told 
me secretly that she didn't want our son to drink it. Then, I told grandma 
that the soup was not good for his health. Grandma was unhappy but 
luckily, it was me who said this. If not, it must be chaotic. 
(Clement, buyer, less earning husband, 43) 
As shown In these cases, the relationship between the mother-in-law and 
daughter-in-law is very hierarchical with the latter in the subordinate position. Given 
the embedded latent power, the voice of the parents-in-Iaws cannot be ignored. Since 
the couple's parents are deeply entrenched with traditional gender beliefs and that 
they are still powerful, they become effective regulators of gender norms in 
day-to-day interaction of couples in particular for those who are living with the 
parents. 
REINFORCING THE 'DOING GENDER' OF 'DAUGHTERS' 
MOTHER-IN-LAW' 'A GOOD MOTHER! WIFE SHOULD BE ... ' 
In-laws 'tactics: Made perceived of their omnipresence 
Conventionally, it is a mother-in-Iaw's responsibility to educate their daughter-in-Iaws 
about the essential qualities of a good mother or wife. Of a lesser extent, this practice 
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continues to the present day. In my study, mother-in-Iaws teach, monitor and even 
reprimand the daughter-in-Iaws on the spot, on the phone or through their sons. 
Among all the respondents, Edith seems to be the most perturbed by her 
mother-in-Iaw's phone calls which constantly show her concern about Edith's 
cooking skills and household hygienic condition. In such negotiation process with the 
in-law, Edith has been "training" to become a more "desirable" wife than before. She 
explains: 
How should I put it? When we have just got married, I told you that I 
didn't even know how to cook an egg ... after the honeymoon ... I remember 
it was in winter. Since I didn't know how to cook, I guessed the easiest 
way was to have hot-pot dinner. We bought a great variety of food. Of 
course, I didn't tell my mother-in-law, but my husband is very honest. .. he 
told his mother about it and then his mother thought that I prepared 
hot-pot dinner for his son all the time. She also knows that I don't know 
how to cook. She thinks that 'hot-pot' is not nutritious as elderly people 
always think that it's healthier to fry and stew. And she found that Paul 
[her husband] caught a cold more frequently than before ... therefore, she 
told me to cook more nutritious food for her son. At first, I was quite 
unhappy. (Edith, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
In the mother-in-Iaw's mind, Edith should be responsible for the health and the 
well-being of Paul. The reminder to cook more nutritious food when Paul got sick 
seems to imply that Edith is to blame for his sickness. Her mistrust of Edith's cooking 
skills provokes her to keep a close eye on daughter-in-law through phone calls so as 
to train her to be a competent wife. Despite the trouble, constant checking with the 
daughter-in-law is an effective way to reinforce the gender construction of the wife: 
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[Lake: But did you try to compromise or show to her that you are a good 
wife?} Sometimes, she called and taught me how to cook this and that. 
Maybe she watched Women s New Knowledge (~w~*JT~D) or what that 
afternoon. Then I said, "I know, I use the same way to cook Food X but 
not Food Y." And sometimes, she is very worried about the problem of 
cleanliness. She sometimes called and told me how to clean a new pot 
before use. Then I told her that "Yes ... and I put a ginger in so as to cast 
away the artificial smell." I am not an idiot. I have so many colleagues 
and I often compensate my insufficient kitchen knowledge by learning 
from them. I know her expectation. That's why I have to say something 
that she thought I didn't know so as to reassure her. [ ... ] Now I 
sometimes download some recipes from the web or go to the library and 
borrow some cook books ... or I ask my colleagues to cook some easier 
meals. 
As shown in Edith's case, mother-in-Iaw's phone calls have successfully spurred 
Edith to learn more about cooking and cleaning as she understands that she will be 
under sudden inspection from time to time. Despite her success at work, Edith feels 
imperative to reassure the in-law that she is up to standard as a wife. To gain such 
recognition or the very least, to avoid being nagged by the mother-in-law, Edith does 
gender by learning "traditional woman tasks". 
Living with her mother-in-law, Pamela also feels the pressure of being closely 
monitored as she was being picked for not fulfilling her role decently: 
Two days ago, I put some frozen chicken wings in a watered bowl in the 
morning but I forgot to take them out and dry them. I went to work. While 
I was at the office, I remembered they are still in the water. At first I 
wanted to call home and ask [mother-in-law] to help out. But since I was 
too busy to close the entries of the yearly accounts, I forgot to call. When I 
came back, she chided, "The chicken wings are soaked in the water for so 
long and the taste must become stale." Then I asked, "Did you help me to 
drain away the water?" She said, "Hmm, no." I didn't say a word. As she 
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has the knowledge of cooking, she should have quickly helped me to pour 
the water. She didn't need to wait till I came home to handle that. In fact, I 
was quite unhappy. (Pamela, account technician, higher earning wife, 40) 
This exemplar incident is a reminder for Pamela to do her "wifework,,23 well as she 
IS closely scrutinized. Instead of expecting a complementary role from her 
mother-in-law, she was cautioned time and agaIn about the supervisor-worker 
hierarchy between her and mother-in-law. But like Edith, constant supervision from 
mother-in-law can train her to improve her wifework. 
In addition, as demonstrated in Edith's case, relative success at work may be a 
debt in the eyes of the parents-in-law. Julia, Joey and Amy share this fate and are 
accused of leaving the home behind: 
[ ... ] [My mother-in-law] complained that I didn't do housework and I 
came home late. But when I did housework, she stopped me. Like cooking, 
she always gave me instructions as to how to do this and that ... what to do 
to have what sort of effects. 
(Joey, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 40)24 
[Lake: Did your parents give you two any pressure?] Yes they give us 
pressure. They complain that my wife cannot run the house well. She only 
cares about work and gives little time to the family. This is quoted from 
the relatives. 
(Julia's husband, Philip; self-employed coach, less earning husband, 34) 
[My mother-in-law] thinks I should spend more time to take care of my 
kid. At that time I was studying part-time and working full-time so I spent 
little time with my kid: And mother-in-law thought I should take care of 
her [kid] myself. I wanted my kid to learn a variety of things like ballet, 
drawing and so forth. But I didn't have time take her to the classes so I 
23 The term wifework is borrowed from Susan Maushart who takes a radical view of the patriarchal 
institution of marriage. 
24 Joey's mother-in-law was deceased 3 years ago. 
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asked [mother-in-law] to help out. This gave her pressure. Once I asked 
her to take [my kid] to see a dentist, she said, "Do it yourself. Why should 
I help you? I don't have the strength to do so many things." So I took the 
load back at last. (Amy, administrative manager, less earning wife, 46) 
Again, when accused, daughter-in-Iaws tend to adjust and conform. Like Joey and 
Amy, they started doing housework and taking up the childcare work respectively 
when reprimanded. Julia has also changed her behavior in meeting the in-law's 
expectation: 
[Lake asks Philip: Did you tell Julia about their comments?] Yes. [Lake: 
What was her response?] She had some changes. She did more housework 
like cooking and sweeping the floor. But still she is not persistent enough. 
Evaluative comments on H character " 
Other than training daughter-in-Iaws to excel in housework, mother-in-law may give 
evaluative comments about the wife's characters time and again. They may employ 
stick-and-carrot strategies in pressuring them to follow closer to the gender norms. In 
other words, wives who look dominating are criticized and those who are gentle, 
caring and helpful are complimented. 
Some wives in my respondents are commented as Hxi li " ( )lJl f fJ) by 
mother-in-Iaws and close-kin. This phrase is originated from Cantonese which 
originally means "sharp" an~ "strong". However, this word is particularly negative 
when it applies to women and usually it means women who are street-smart, strong 
but too dominating. Owing to such "bad comments", Edith has tried to change her 
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character by reading a book that teaches her to be a better woman: 
Frankly, as a woman, being commented [xi li] is not something good. 
Therefore, I have bought a book and read. [Lake: What? A book?] Yep. 
That is about how to be a good woman; how to be loved and how to be a 
good wife at home. [Lake: Really? Is it good?] I have read it for a while 
only. You know, I was also brought up in a traditional family where men 
rule outside, women rule inside. I understand that women should be gentle 
and caring. I don't want to be a bad person; but my husband is relatively 
weak and that's why if one is a good guy, another one should be bad. 
(Edith, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
Similar to Edith, Karen was also criticized for being "xi /i". Though she had 
tried to gain "a good comment", her effort was in vain: 
My mother-in-law commented me: I am very "xi li". She didn't say this 
right to my face, but she said this to Simon behind my back. She thinks I 
am dominating. [ ... ] [Lake: When she said you are xi /i, how do you/eel?] 
Of course, I am very unhappy coz "xi /i" is not a really good adjective. It 
means the eagerness to control and being dominating. Simon is relatively 
passive; he didn't say much. I am different. It looks as if I was the decision 
maker. [ ... ] But there should be someone to take the initiative. Since I am 
the one who take action, I give her the feeling that I am dominating. 
(Karen, housewife, 44) 
In both cases, the traditional characters of two genders are once again reminded and 
reinforced. To be a "good" person, women should be abide by the norms of being 
gentle and caring, but not dominating. Violation of this will lead to criticisms. 
Sometimes Edith is also compared with "the ex-wife of the husband's brother who 
loved to please [her] mother-~n-law." In day-to-day interaction with the mother-in-law, 
the wife has been changing her character bit by bit so as to fit in the shoe of an 
appropriate wife. 
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On the other hand, obedient, caring and helpful daughter-in-laws are highly 
eulogized and thus they are encouraged to maintain the good temperaments. These 
respondents proudly talk about the accolades of the wives from the mother-in-laws: 
[Does your mother-in-law like you?] Yes. [Smiles smugly] She is very 
satisfied. There is a contrast. My in-law is living with brother's wife. Their 
relationship is really bad. I don't know why, but they have lots of conflicts. 
As for me, I will do everything quickly and perfectly when I was asked. 
And I am willing to listen to her. Sometimes, I will buy her some 
necessities on my own accord. Like earlier on, the weather is quite dry and 
I bought her some cream. She was very happy. (Ada, housewife, 42) 
My mom has high regard of [my wife]. My wife is very nice to my parents. 
This is the strength of my wife. She likes to chat with them casually about 
everything. Old people love to be cared. And my wife is good at pleasing 
my mom and making her happy. She visits them from time to time in the 
afternoon. (Ada's husband, Tim; salesman, 49) 
[Does your mother-in-law like you?] Yep. I have high marks-way ahead 
of the girlfriend of my husband's brother. She likes me a lot. I have very 
high marks because I am nice, easygoing and helpful. Unlike me, the 
girlfriend of my husband's brother is too calculative. And also she 
criticized my husband's auntie and I don't like her. [ ... ] My in-law doesn't 
like her too. (Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Rebecca and Ada are the role models of daughter-in-laws who are willing to listen, 
help and be sensitive to the need of mother-in-laws. The high regard from in-laws 
encourages the wives to continue these womanly ideals. But as seen in all the cases 
above, comparison or even competition between daughter-in-laws are quite common 
and this can serve as a battleground to gain the mother-in-law's recognition. With 
such comparison, the display as an appropriate daughter-in-law is even more salient: 
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When I am eating in my mother-in-Iaw's house, I must be the one who 
washes dishes. I don't mind washing dishes. Also, the wife of my 
husband's brother is a "xiao nu ren,,25-a very kind "xiao nu ren". She 
fights for the chance of washing dishes. She is my role model. Sometimes, 
we do the washing together and chat together in the kitchen. Sometimes, 
she washes all and sometimes I wash all. [Where is your husband at that 
time?] He is probably in the sitting room. When he is in my in-law's house, 
he is the master. [laughs] (Sylvia, senior teacher, 41) 
DA UGHTER-IN-LAWS 'RESISTANCE: 
Living Arrangement 
Given the possible constraints and rules imposed by the parents-in-Iaws, many wives 
are reluctant to live with them. Before entering a marriage, many of them foresee the 
difficulties of living with the in-laws through their friends' experience, the news 
reports and TV dramas. One wife even avers that she deliberately dated men who 
have lost the parents or whose parents are living outside Hong Kong. To resist and 
minimize the influence of mother-in-Iaws, some wives insist not to live with their 
mother-in-law. Edith and Karen are adamant about such arrangement: 
At first, Simon wanted to buy a bigger house so that everyone can live 
together. [Lake: Did you like this arrangement?] Absolutely impossible! I 
have so many conflicts when living with his grandma and now I need to 
live with his mother? They came here from the rural China. Our lifestyle is 
so different. [ ... ] I told him honestly that I could not live with his mother. 
He understood that. I asked, "If we aren't compatible with one another, 
can you foresee what happen?" (Karen, housewife, 44) 
25 There is no exact translation for this phrase. It means a domestic and subservient woman who cares 
nothing but her husband and the family. 
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[Mother-in-law] relies on Paul [Edith's husband] a lot. She even strongly 
recommended us to live with her. [ ... ] But before our marriage, I 
understood very well that I couldn't live with her. She loves cleanliness. 
She is very clean and in my point of view to the extent of obsession. But I 
am result-oriented. I emphasize efficiency. [ ... ] I don't want to end up 
carrying my luggage and going back to my mother's home. [ ... ] [My 
mother-in-law] did tell my parents about her wish. And she urged 
brother-in-law to talk to us about this arrangement but I insist not to. I 
won't walk uphill if I know there's a tiger ahead of me! [ ... ] I have a 
strong feeling that we can't work out. One friend of mine moved back to 
her mother's flat after 3 months of marriage. She couldn't stand her in-law. 
(Edith, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
In both cases, though the husband is eager to live with their parents, the wives insist 
not to, knowing the possible pressure and conflicts ahead of them. Edith, for instance, 
anticipates the demand for the household cleanliness and Karen foresees the 
conflicting lifestyles. To minimize the in-law's scrutiny, daughter-in-laws resist and 
reject the whole idea of living with them before or after the marriage. Interestingly, 
though Pamela is now living with her in-law, she did set a probation period for testing 
out their compatibility. Such consensus with the husband urges him to be the buffer 
between the wife and his mother in times of conflicts: 
Right from the beginning, I told Gordon that we would move out after half 
a year if we [mother-in-law and she] couldn't work out. It's meaningless if 
we fight every day. I told him, "You should give me more support this 1/2 
year. [ ... ] I need to get into your home and if you don't support me, I 
cannot adapt. And we have to move out." 
Interestingly, her caveats press her husband to be a buffer against the direct 
confrontation between her and her mother-in-law. Early in the marriage, unknown 
about "the secret probation period", mother-in-law does not like the idea of Gordon 
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sweeping the floor. She thought the wife should at least share: 
Sometimes she said, "You work so hard and you still need to clean the 
floor. Ask your wife to do more." Then, I told her, "Mom, no. She works 
harder than me. She is very tired after a day's mental work. I can still 
handle that. I am still young. And I like cleaning. When she does that, I 
feel it's not very clean." [Lake: What was your mom 's response?] She said, 
"If you think this is okay, it's up to you." [Lake: Did you tell your wife?] 
No, no. I don't want her to think too much. 
As seen in Pamela's case, women can resist their in-law's pressure through their 
husbands. The living probation successfully passes the responsibility of resolving 
conflicts to the husband. When his mother complained about the wife's negligence in 
cleaning, he became the buffer between them. 
In general, though wives are under the pressure of the mother-in-law to perform 
household tasks and behave more womanly, in some families they have a say in 
deciding on the living arrangement before and after entering the marriage. Such 
power to resist reduces the potential influence of parents-in-law and reduces their 
influence of doing gender in everyday life. 
Avoidance bv paying lip-service 
Though for most of the time wives try hard to fulfill mother-in-laws' expectation, they 
do resist as they find doing everything as told is just too exhausting. However, owing 
to the tradition of filial piety and to preserve familial harmony, the ways of resistance 
cannot be too rude or blatant. In some cases, they may just avoid their in-laws by 
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paying lip-services whenever possible. These women recollect: 
[Did your in-law call you and chat with you?] Yes. She does. She always 
shows her concern. Honestly, sometimes I feel that she is long-winded. 
Really. Then, I will try to think of ways to pass the phone to my husband. 
She asks me the same questions all the time and they are just cliche. For 
example, she asked, "Have you finished dinner? Is the younger brother 
obedient today? Has the older one finished doing homework?" [ ... ] She 
has no new topics; she is such a dull person! So I just pass the phone to 
my husband, "Come and talk to mom. Please wait, Mom. Let hubby talk 
to you." Then, I can avoid her unnoticed. She can't feel a thing. I don't 
want her to sense my impatience. 
(Rebecca, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 42) 
Now, when the phone rings, I reject to pick it up. I don't want to listen to 
her [mother-in-law] about what I should make for her son. I am very busy 
these days and I don't have time to do everything. 
(Edith, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 35) 
[Lake: What was your response (when your mother-in-law chided you)?] I 
would just ignore her. I would pretend as if I didn't understand her. 
[laughs] She was speaking in her dialect. Of course, I knew what they all 
meant as I had lived with her for so long. But usually, I just turned away. 
(Joey, merchandiser, higher earning wife, 40) 
The strategy of avoidance or turning a deaf ear can help alleviating the stress of the 
daughter-in-law and at the same time maintaining the familial harmony. Despite 
resistance, most wives eventually change their behavior bit-by-bit during the 
negotiation process with mother-in-law. Though most couples in my interview do not 
live with their in-laws, the . geographical proximity or their frequent phone calls 
compress the time and space and engender a sense of omnipresence in the couples' 
perception. Gender assessments from the in-laws are common and widespread. 
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Daughter-in-laws should be well prepared for these assessments. Under the tight 
scrutiny, wives tend to "do gender" by perfecting their femininity and improving their 
household skills. 
LIVING WITH MARRIED DA UGHTERS 
Interestingly, living with their married daughter, some mothers-not only 
mother-in-laws-draw their married daughters to do gender, be it intentionally or 
unintentionally. In Ivy's case, her mother's complaints about her (but not her husband) 
force her to take annual leave and spend more time at home: 
{Lake: Did you two have any tension before?} At the beginning, my mom 
didn't have to work and my baby had been born. Since I need to work, she 
was responsible for taking care of my baby. When I went home, baby was 
sleeping. And when I left for work, she was awake. Then my mom 
grumbled, "Aye. You don't take care of your daughter. You don't have 
time for her. And you left everything for me to do." [Lake: So what is your 
response? J I have no choice as I have to go to work. But I try to better 
arrange my time and also I took more leave then. 
(Ivy, secretary, higher earning wife, 25) 
Taking leave is her short-term arrangement. At present, she is responsible for the care 
work by taking the baby with her to the office after 5 p.m. She explicitly said that she 
has "no wish to burden her mother". On the other hand, Candice, who also lives with 
her mother, suggests that the latter often complains about her husband . 
... Then [the child] cries. The biggest problem is: when she cries, my 
mom becomes nervous. She will come out and help [my kid] ... aye .. .it's 
so troublesome. In fact, my mom has some complaints about [my 
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husband]. "Carl does not know how to teach [her daughter] ... he makes 
her cry." But the fact is that [my daughter] just wants someone to 
pamper her. 
As a result, 
To avoid conflicts and all the clamoring, [Candice bears] the responsibility 
of teaching [the daughter]. 
Candice mentioned the "coming out" of her mother four times in the interview. 
Unlike Ivy whose mother directly complained about her negligence in childcare work, 
Candice 's mother unintentionally gives her daughter the pressure to stick with her 
kids before she symbolically comes out and thus disallowing the father's parenting 
work. And Candice 's mother's complaints about her husband's ineptitude in childcare 
may well be self-fulfilling. Her mother's expectations that men cannot teach children 
discourage him, and as a result, child-rearing is once again relegated to the woman's 
domain. While Carl might be able to retort, the traditional Chinese emphasis on 
respecting elders-particularly mother-in-Iaws- precludes overt conflict. The 
merciless reproach of the mother-in-law is, of course, not precisely due to the failure 
of fathering. The crux of the matter is his failure in earnings which will be discussed 
in the coming section. 
GENDER EXPECTATIONS ON SON-IN-LAWS & THEIR HELPLESSNESS 
In line with the traditional gender norms, son-in-laws are pressurized to excel in work 
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instead of doing more housework at home. In my study, most respondents are status 
reversed couples of which most husbands earn less than their wives. In these families, 
most parents-in-laws do not know about the relative earnings of couples. However, if 
known, some "failed" husbands are seriously harried by them: 
[Mother-in-law] said bad words about me even before our marriage. She 
said she was worried about my unstable income. She said this right to my 
face. Of course, she had also raised this issue to my wife. [Lake: Do you 
think she really concerns that much? Or does she just mention this 
casually?] She is really worried. She doesn't want her daughter to work 
too hard. Candice is now on shift. My in-law expects a husband to be the 
sole provider of the family. Her reprimand was particularly fierce during 
SARS as she was worried about her daughter who worked in the hospital 
day and night. She made lots of noises: You made my daughter go out to 
work blah blah blah. I was unhappy, of course. But I didn't say a word. I 
can't fight back. So I just bear with it. 
(Carl, financial agent, less earning husband, 40) 
In this case, the Carl's mother-in-law expects him to be the sole provider of the family. 
As this is not fulfilled and that he even earns less than the wife, his mother-in-law is 
seriously displeased. Though Carl also does want to succeed in work, he was very 
helpless: 
[Lake: Did you and your wife talk about your possibility of becoming a 
sole provider?] Yes. We did talk about that. But, you know, it is quite 
unrealistic. 
Having no means to achieve such end, Carl cannot do anything but shows his 
helplessness. Philip shares the same fate. His wife, Julia recollects: 
[Lake: Did your parents disagree with the marriage?] Yes. The process 
was pathetically tormenting. They disagreed with our marriage at the 
beginning. I should say they disagreed when we were dating. If their 
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protests were not that strong, I wouldn't have cohabitated with this man at 
the beginning [ ... ] Especially for my dad, he scolded me ruthlessly. He is 
a very traditional man who believes in men dang hu dui [matching of 
families with equal standing] But my husband is shorter than me and less 
educated than me. My father thinks that I should marry someone who is 
better educated and can protect me. [Lake: Did your mom say anything 
about your husband?] Yes. She said all bad things about him. Very bad 
words. So I am very upset. [Lake: Any examples?] Hmm, I don't want to 
repeat those adjectives again. They are really bad words. My husband was 
very upset ... extremely upset. 
(Julia, political party worker, higher earning wife, 29) 
Julia's parents' expectation on a better achieved son-in-law is in concordance with the 
mating gradient of which men usually marry down instead of marrying up. In Carl's 
case, the in-laws' words may prod the husbands to work harder or to find a better job. 
As in Philip's case, the in-laws' demeaning epithets and degrading statements 
instigate him to do something that impresses. He tried to start his own business three 
years ago, but ended up losing all the money and shouldering many debts. Many 
husbands want to prove their competence to their in-laws but in vain. Owing to the 
great pressure, many couples choose not to disclose their earning status to their 
parents or relatives. For instance, Thomas, who ran a pet business and has been 
unemployed for four years, told me about his fear: 
[Lake: Did your relatives say anything about your current status?] Those 
relatives ... They look down on me. I won't tell them [cry] [long pause] 
[Lake: Why do you have this thought?] I can feel it. They are this kind of 
person the first day I know them [cry] [pause]. [Lake: So how did you 
handle that?] I told them I have a job. I don't want them to spread the 
news to everyone. My wife didn't tell her parents about this too. 
Though Thomas is now 63 years old-near to the retirement age, he has reiterated his 
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hope to find a job. However, he feels hopeless: 
There is no way but to get CSSA given my age and my educational 
background. I am 58 ... 59 at that time. Also, when [the employers] know 
that I was a boss before and they don't trust me that I can do any menial 
work for them. They all turned me down and asked me to go home and 
wait for their calls. 
As shown in these few cases above, men with failed aspiration are being jeered at or 
even reprimanded by the in-laws and close relatives. The repeated pressure on men's 
achievement at work only reinforces the gender difference. To eradicate a "failure" 
image, men try to work harder to strive for a provider's role instead of contributing to 
the household work. In short, men "do gender" under the pressure of their in-laws. 
Quite extraordinarily, among all dual-earning couples in which men earn less, 
Carl is the only one who takes up most of the housework. He is quite liberal-minded 
and he is equipped with various traditional womanly skills like sewing, cleaning and 
ironing. Nevertheless, his contribution at home cannot gain him any recognition from 
mother-in-law who only judge a man based on his earning power. 
As illustrated in the recent two chapters, actors including the husband, the wife 
and the third parties-children and in-laws all interact together in everyday 
encounters to construct gender in the household which very often sustain and 
reproduce the unequal division of labor. Couples "do gender" in the negotiation of 
housework despite practical difficulties. Some wives who have conflicting ideologies 
with the husbands or who discover the impracticality of coping with a majority of 
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household tasks may want to change the role and break the chains by resistance; yet 
many end up in disappointment. Some who contentedly enjoy the equitable share may 
just find themselves reproducing the gender norms when they play helplessness. What 
complicates the dynamics is the involvement of the third parties: the children and the 
in-laws whose tactics powerfully reinforce the couples' gender norms and escalate the 
"doing gender" process. These dynamics give rise to the maintenance and stronghold 
of traditional beliefs. In this sense, the interaction of actors is the building block of 
the institution. 
However, one may ask: What makes the couples and the third parties interact in 
a way that very likely reproduces the institution? How do the actors make choices? 
Do they all follow their own instinct or is there a base for interaction? Indeed, the 
couples, the children and the in-laws "do gender" in day-to-day interaction by 
drawing their resources from the cultural norms and beliefs. As discussed in the 
introduction, Hong Kong is a Chinese society with strong patriarchal values. The 
cultural norms and the past experience of individuals form individual gender ideology 
which becomes the repertoire or less metaphorically, the base for actors in 
interactions. Even children ,draw from the norms of who does what in making 
everyday gendered decisions-who to approach? What strategies to use and to whom? 
In-laws who are well-learned about the gender beliefs strive to use every means to 
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right the wrongs. 
Having said that, I would also contend even though unequal gender relations are 
often reproduced, this is not a must. The power of interaction cannot be 
underestimated as it is a creative force that can initiate changes in the relations despite 
being slow and difficult. If the unequal gender structure is so all-encompassing, no 
husbands would initiate to stay at home full time so as to take care of the children. 
Practical problems in the immediate context may urge them to compromise their 
ideals. Experimenting and practicing the reversed roles in day-to-day interactions, 
these couples and even the third parties may incrementally dissolve the 
man-provider-woman-homemaker dichotomy. This would be discussed further in the 
next chapter. 
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Chapter Eight: Undoing Gender-
Willing Househusbands and Women's Liberation 
While gender tends to be sustained and reproduced at home, from the data, there are 
signs that gender difference are reducing or becoming less relevant. In this chapter, I 
hope to delineate those signs and shed light on the possible ways of "undoing gender". 
Special attention will be paid on the two full-time househusbands who are willing to 
stay at home and look after the children. By probing into these extreme cases and 
comparing them with the housewives, I would like to uncover to what extent gender is 
being reconstructed or even subverted in these families and the process and conditions 
that may favor the "undoing gender" of couples. 
8.1 The Context for Undoing Gender 
The changes in the macro-economic structure that enables women a greater chance of 
employment fosters a more egalitarian view towards family and work (Wong, 1972). 
The legislation of equal opportunities between men and women also cultivates a more 
liberal social climate. Against this background, women nowadays also derive 
satisfaction from work, not only from their family: Edith and Pamela, for instance, are 
proud of their leading role in the company; Tanya and Sylvia are happy about the 
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nature of their work in which they can utilize their knowledge to help others; Ivy 
enjoys the harmony in the office and Rebecca and Anita are contented to be the major 
provider of their family. Nevertheless, one may argue that inequality is shifted from 
one form-burden at home to another-double burden: work and home, for though 
economic opportunities facilitate women's public role, the institutional beliefs that 
household work remains to be women's primary obligation are still stable. Gender is 
maintained and reproduced. 
Concurrently, however, it is undeniable that changes occur in the division of 
household labor when couples reconcile the beliefs with the reality of dual-earning 
arrangement. In retrospect, all couples reveal men nowadays share more housework 
than those in their fathers' generation. All of their fathers "do nothing at home". One 
of their fathers cooked for the whole family only because he was a restaurant chef. 
Furthermore, in this generation, though the traditional gender ideology is still the 
mainstream, it IS becoming less rigid. As suggested in Chapter 5, some provide 
gender-neutral answers for both "ideal husband" and "ideal wife". Also, more 
husbands nowadays emphasize the importance of fatherhood. Hence, some men are 
willing to be full-time house4usbands for the sake of the family while this was almost 
unthinkable in the past. This shows that though the man-provider-woman-homemaker 
dichotomy still exists, the boundary starts to get blurred. Slight institutional changes 
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pave way for the deconstruction of gender at the interactionallevel. In this chapter, I 
would investigate how ongoing interaction can serve as a site for change towards a 
more equal gender relation. 
8.2 Comparing Househusbands and Housewives: Is gender still 
relevant? 
An interesting contrast of househusbands and housewives can shed light to the 
relevance and maintenance of gender in both types of families though I must assert 
that there is no assumption of treating either househusbands or housewives' family as 
a yardstick or model of measurement. Two househusbands (including one 
ex-househusband) and two housewives were interviewed in this research. All of them 
initiate to work full-time at home. The two housewives Ada and Karen both quit their 
job early after the marriage. But Karen kept her job as an insurance agent until the 
birth of her first baby. At the time, her husband is also an insurance agent. Ada was 
once a clerk working in a shipping company. Her husband is a salesman. Both 
families have two children. As for the two househusbands, they have a long history of 
work before starting their 40usehusband's life. Clement worked as an Executive 
Officer of the Hong Kong Government, a property agent and a manager of a logistic 
company. His wife is a secondary school teacher. As a university graduate with 
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psychology background, he quit his job for two years to train his autistic son with no 
pre-plan to find a job at that time. He is now working in the logistic firm. Jordan, on 
the other hand, was a driver and he started a small business in the 90s though it 
consequentl y failed due to economic downturn. He then closed his business and has 
become a househusband since early 2008 to take care of the two children.26 His wife 
is a civil engineer. 
With regard to the housework division, it was found that for these willing 
househusbands and housewives, they all take up the majority of housework at home.27 
Is this an evidence of gender neutrality for the unconventional families? I conceded 
that changes are occurring in househusband's families in terms of gender relations. 
However, a comparison between househusbands and housewives indicates that the 
development is not full-fledged. Comparatively, housewives are expected to take up a 
lot more household tasks than the househusbands. In some cases, WIves of 
househusbands tend to insist on doing some traditional arenas of "women's work" like 
cooking, cleaning and childcare to make them feel appropriate as WIves. And In 
Clement's case, he intended to "leave some tasks behind" for his wife to work on. In 
the following analysis one ca~ see how househusbands are celebrated and housewives 
26 Jordan has become a househusband since April 2008. The couple was interviewed in October 2008. 
His wife was interviewed again in June 2009. 
27 Here, willing househusbands only include those who agreed or initiate full-time staying at home 
voluntarily to look after children or the family. This excludes the unemployed husbands who do not do 
any housework at home. 
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denigrated by the partners. Is this the task that differentiates partner's perception or is 
gender at work? In this section, I would argue that gender is maintained in some ways 
even for unconventional families. And in the next section, some initial evidences of 
"gender vertigo"-a blurring of gender in the househusband's families will be 
discussed. 
HOUSEHUSBAND: HIS SACRIFICE, HER LUCK VS 
HOUSEWIFE: HER LUCK, HIS BURDEN 
An interesting contrast occurs when househusbands and housewives are compared. 
When men stay at home for the sake of the family, they are celebrated by the partner 
for their sacrifice. Their wives usually express a great deal of gratefulness: 
Sometimes, I deliberately make him speak. I don't want him to feel 
discomfited. I want to make clear and I won't take any risk that when the 
whole family benefits, he suffers from psychological damage. I have to 
make sure and I don't allow such thing happen to him because staying at 
home is a sacrifice. I don't think he should make any sacrifices at his cost. 
(Anita, engineer, 36) 
[Lake: Did you accept his offer of quitting his job and stay ing at home to 
teach the kid?] Of course I did. I can't help thanking him. [laughs] [Lake: 
Did you really say thanks?] Yes. I really appreciate him. You know it's not 
easy for a man to quit his job. Also, he has to look after our boy! And we 
didn't hire any Filipino -maid! (Sylvia, teacher, 41) 
To them, taking up the househusband identity is a sacrifice as this may need to forsake 
one's dignity as a man for the benefit of the family members. For instance, Jordan's 
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children can be well-taken care of; for the latter, "(the autistic child) has improved a 
lot in these three years." Like Sylvia, househusbands' wives felt grateful and blessed. 
Since their wives are grateful for their sacrifice, they are willing to take up some 
housework when they come home. 
The response contrasts sharply with the husbands of the housewives: 
[Lake: What was your response when your wife said she wanted to quit 
her job?] I don't mind. I said, "0. You quit. Quit then." [laughs] At that 
time, we didn't have kids. After we have kids, they're of course better to 
be taken care of by mom. Mom teaches better. For a servant, she may not 
know how to deal with a crying baby: should I give him some sweets? Or 
should I scold him? Mom is better. (Tim, salesman, 49) 
[Lake asked Karen: what is your husbands response when you said you 
quit your job?] He said, "It doesn't matter." (Karen, housewife, 44) 
[Lake: How do you feel when your wife said she wanted to stay at home 
and take care of the baby?] I was a bit worried that I cannot shoulder such 
a big responsibility. [ ... ] Of course, it's good that she stays at home to take 
care of the children. But there is less need to stay full-time when the baby 
was less than 1. My parents can take care of them. There is a greater need 
when the baby is one or two years old as teaching requires much 
concentration. [ ... ] it was better financially if both work. I was a bit 
worried then. (Simon, insurance agent, 41) 
As seen in these quotations, the husbands show no sign of gratefulness as they feel 
that wives ought to stay at home and look after children anyway. It is just a matter of 
course. Some husbands like Simon may even feel a bit burdened. Housewives, on the 
other hand, feel lucky for having the privilege to be "reared". As Ada, another 
housewife, puts it: 
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I don't care whether woman works outside or man works inside. It 
depends on whether you are lucky enough. I am lucky that my husband 
can shoulder the whole family. If he can't, I have to go out and work. 
Such contrasts in the response reveal some implications on the household division of 
labor and gender. First, when househusband's wife feel grateful and regard their 
partner's stay-at-home as a sacrifice, they attempt to act reciprocally. They try to 
contribute to the family by attempting to take up housework whenever they can. On 
the contrary, since housewives' husbands do not have such feeling and take for 
granted that wives should work full-time at home, they tend to disregard housework. 
Second, the contrast of responses is loaded with cultural expectation about an 
appropriate man and woman. Househusbands are regarded as a sacrifice because they 
are often conspicuously under public scrutiny due to the violation of traditional belief. 
Though eventually, these husbands themselves did break norms and make the 
decision of staying at home, gender is still reproduced (though of a lesser extent and 
in a less direct manner) when wives feel the need to compensate for their husband. 
HIS B USYNESS VS HER LAZINESS 
While housework is often relegated as trivial work, one should understand by now 
that housework is crucial. It is usually onerous and burdensome and at most with little 
fun elements. Homemakers are bound to be busy. However, it is interesting to note 
that wives of househusbands are eager to eradicate the myth that housework is easy 
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and relaxing, while housewives themselves are eager to celebrate such myths. 
Anita has mentioned his husband's busyness 6 times in the interview: 
[The children] know that dad is very busy. And dad is really very busy. 
The schedule is that after taking my girl to school, he has to take me to 
work and then he has his breakfast, then he shops for food. After that, he 
puts them in the fridge. So early in the morning, he has to prepare the food 
for dinner and cooks a dish in the afternoon [ ... ] Our son's school is a 
half-day school so the time is quite tight. He is very busy. Also, he has to 
take care of other things at home [ ... ] We try to inculcate [the children] 
with the idea that dad is very busy. He is not working in office, but 
working at home is also a job. To me, this is a very busy job. In fact, he is 
very busy. [laughs] 
Clement resonates: 
After sacking the Filipino maid, I took over. I took my son to school and 
to have training. In fact, I am very busy. Really busy. For the remaining 
time, I read books and continue my hobby of rearing fish. Then, I cook 
and buy food. So my life is not really relaxing. 
As work is often the crux of a man's life, wives of househusbands and househusbands 
themselves are eager to emphasize men's busyness so as to eradicate the myth of 
idling when one becomes a full-time homemaker. Conversely, the housewives like to 
play down the busyness of their life even though they also have two children: 
[Lake: Why do you quit your job?] My husband can support the family 
financially and I was bearing a girl then. Perhaps, I am lazy too. And I 
want to take care of my girl. I don't know. [Lake: Did you have any 
struggle then?] No! No struggle at all. Because I am lazy ... 1 don't know. 
(Ada, housewife, 42) 
[Lake: Do you have any regrets about quitting the job?] No. 1 haven't 
thought about it because 1 am lazy. 1 think it's stressful at work. I am quite 
emotional. 1 can be very happy and very 'down' suddenly [ ... ] [In a 
telephone interview] Some friends are envy of me. Lip-service? 1 don't 
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know. They said, "Oh, your life is so good. You don't need to do 
anything ... just taking care of your boys." [Lake: But are you really that 
relaxed at home?] Of course not! You know while I am talking to you on 
the phone, I am hanging the clothes. (Karen, housewife, 44) 
Interestingly, these two housewives' perception coincides with the myth that working 
at home is a symbol of slackness. Such myth is broken only when they are reminded 
of the reality that they have a long list of housework like Jordan and Clement. 
The discrepancy in interpreting a similar situation carries a strong gender 
connotation. In line with the provider's role, men's self-worth derives from their work. 
Busyness is an indication of work which makes men and the perceivers recognize 
their significance. Therefore, they and their partner are eager to demonstrate this. Yet, 
for women, in Chinese society, it is a blessing to marry someone who can afford them 
staying at home and presumably doing nothing. Therefore, housewives tend to 
undermine their role at home in order to feel blessed. Interestingly, in day-to-day 
interaction, status reversed couples work together by stressing househusband's 
busyness to "do gender" and maintain man's masculinity. Gender difference is thus 
maintained: househusbands are extraordinarily busy and housewives are relaxed just 
because of the gendered interpretation of housework. 
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HI AM A CRISIS MANA GER" VS "I AM A C NINE ,,28 
Househusbands' masculinity is challenged when they are seen wandering in the wet 
market, taking the children to school or dressing in casual wear during the normal 
office hour or even meeting friends. Clement recalls: 
When I take my son to school and different training courses, the other 
children's guardians are mainly female. Occasionally, there are men. Very 
occasionally. I feel like a very odd person. 
Also when I went to the wet market, I was embarrassed. Those people 
were very smart. They wouldn't come to me and ask why I was there 
every day. But they could recognize you. It's noticeable for a man who 
buys meat and veggies in the wet market every day. I am sure every 
shopkeeper knew me. Umm ... but I don't mind telling them what I want 
like a "C Nine". 
For example, sometimes some ex-colleagues and friends ate out with me. I 
insisted paying my part of the bill. My friends were generous: Oh, you 
don 't have work. Let me give you a treat! But this is embarrassing and I 
think paying my own bills is a way to maintain my dignity. 
Clement was obviously embarrassed by his new role. He felt chagrined especially in 
places like the school gate and the wet market where female is the majority. To 
maintain his masculinity, he felt the need to justify and to tell others about his 
sacrifice. The message is clear: I am a househusband not because I am incapable, just 
that I am handling a crisis at home- his autistic son. He explicates, 
I was accustomed to the new life very quickly because I faced this actively. 
I told the children's guardians I quit because of this and that and then, they 
show their acceptance ... They welcome a daddy who is willing to do this. 
28 'C Nine ' (@ffifrJ)) is a Cantonese synonym for housewives. It connotes derogatory stereotypes which 
inherit attributes like short-sightedness (due to their tendency of sticking at home) and being 
parSImOnIOUS. 
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[Lake: But why do you want to justify?] I don't want others to make 
guesses. I tell many people on the first day of my househusband's life. I 
remember the first one was the caretaker downstairs because this was the 
first person I would encounter. She asked, "Mr. X, are you on leave 
today?" Then, I told her that I am not taking leave. I would stay at home 
full time and look after my son because blah blah blah and then she helped 
out in training my kid. Sometimes, she did role play with my son to train 
him to say hello. 
His great urge for justification shows his distress of violating the gender norms. By 
portraying himself as a family crisis manager, he has successfully passed as a man. 
During the interview, he also persuaded me as to why he, as a stronger member of the 
family, should take up this job. One may feel that he was attending a job interview: 
This is a tough time. Someone has to stay and look after our son and I 
think that I can handle this with greater ease. [ ... ] My son learns very 
slowly and his temper is really bad. This is a big challenge. I guess when 
comparing me and my wife, I am emotionally stronger. [Why do you think 
you are stronger?] I lived abroad for one year and I had been an Executive 
Officer I of HK government before and then, I changed my job as a 
property agent. The salary was low and clients always snapped at me. Up 
to this day, I am more experienced and adaptable than my wife and I think 
I can handle difficulties better than her. 
Sylvia concedes that a "one-to-one battle" with the son is not an easy task. Her 
husband is good at problem-solving. Therefore, In Clement's case, he IS a cnSIS 
manager instead of a "C Nine". This title gIves Clement a sense of manhood. 
Similarly, though to a lesser extent, Jordan's wife, Anita also describes: 
An ideal husband provides the family with a sense of security. Whatever 
happens, he would protect us. [ ... ] To me, housework is a big problem. [ ... ] 
When we fire the servant, I asked, "What should we do? We have to hire 
one quickly." He [my husband] said, "Don't hire." He told me not to hire 
one. He said that he would handle that. [ ... ] In fact, his importance is that 
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even when the sky falls down, he can prop it up. This is how I feel. 
[laughs] 
While Jordan does not brag about propping up the falling sky, he also sees that his 
staying as critical: 
They are older now as they enter primary school. I just think, "I can't wait. 
If I don't look after them now, I must regret in the future." [ ... ] [My son] 
is now 9 years old. After 3 to 4 years, he won't listen to you if you talk to 
him or teach him. 
This househusband Jordan echoes with Karen's (housewife) sense of criticalness. 
Though Karen mentioned that she quit her job because of "laziness", she also 
mentioned that "no one takes care of (the baby)" and "her mother-in-law is unwilling 
to help out and she is unhygienic". Though their roles are essential in their own sense, 
Jordan's partner highlights his importance of "propping up" the family, while Karen's 
husband and she herself devalue it. 
Housewives are starkly contrasted with the househusbands in terms of their 
identity as these women are just "C Nine". It is a Cantonese synonym for housewives. 
It connotes derogatory stereotypes which inherit attributes like short-sightedness (due 
to their tendency of sticking at home) and being parsimonious. In this study, the two 
housewives interviewed are regarded or self-regarded as "C Nine": 
[Lake: As you are a housewife, did anyone call you (lC Nine "?] Yes. My 
husband sometimes calls me "C Nine" and once a stranger who lost his 
way also called me "C Nine". I didn't want to help him. [Lake: How did 
you feel?] Umm ... 1 don't quite like this term. It 's demeaning. It refers to 
traditional women who knows nothing and just agrees with the husband. 
[When did your husband call you C Nine?] I guess he was joking. But I 
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will protest if he often calls me "e Nine". He said my behavior was very 
"e Nine" as I do bargain in the market and rush to buy cheap stuff. 
(Ada, housewife, 42) 
[Lake: Do you think you are a He Nine"?] Of course. I am 100% "e 
Nine". In the past, I didn't care about discounts. Now I look for the time of 
discount and buy stuffs. All husbands tend to have similar comments, 
"After marriage and having kids ... " [stops abruptly] My son also said I 
babble a lot. (Karen, housewife, 44) 
Being 1abe1ed or se1f-1abe1ed as a "e Nine", housewives are sometimes being looked 
down upon or slurred by their husbands and even children. While househusbands treat 
housework and chi1dcare as "work", "e Nine" are considered unproductive. Gender, 
as illustrated, prevails in both conventional and unconventional families. However, 
one should also notice that even though gender is maintained in both cases, gender 
relations in these unconventional families are obviously more equal than in the 
housewives' family. This would be further illustrated in the following part. 
8.3 Experimenting a Househusband's life: How to undo gender? 
One can see that gender differences still exist in unconventional families, but is there 
less inequality? Are these families getting more gender neutral in the course of time? 
How do the interactions between couples; couples and children and between couples 
and close-kin help to break the cycle of doing gender? And how do the interactions 
and the displays of these unconventional families inspire others to follow? In this 
section, we would walk through the unconventional life of Jordan and Anita (with the 
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supplementary analysis of Clement's family) to discover the dynamic process of 
undoing gender and the resulting attitudinal and practical changes In household 
division of lab or when the couple "transgresses" the gender boundary. 
Doing gender is ubiquitous because individuals who are bound by the cultural 
beliefs and the risk of gender assessment behave and display themselves as 
appropriate men and women accordingly in everyday life (West and Zimmermann, 
1987). From the data, this cycle can be intervened through interaction. First, this 
happens when couples make concerted effort to re-construct and redefine "work" and 
"gender" in the undoing gender process and to sustain the new construct by showing 
signs of mutual adoration and approval. Second, the couple negotiates with the 
children and their parents by exposing them to counterstereotypical images and 
demonstrated how unconventional practices excel in their own ways. Borrowed from 
social psychology, it was suggested that such methods can reduce prejudice and 
stereotypes (Blair and Banaji 1996; Macrae and Bodenhausen 2000). Third, the 
househusbands' effort to connect with one another emboldens them to resist public 
scrutiny. Based on Jordan's experience, attitudinal and behavioral transformation 
toward a more gender neutr~l household practices is resulted. To a large extent, his 
wife is also liberated. 
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RECONSTRUCTING "WORK" AND "GENDER NORMS" 
One can hardly imagine men who once had their own business and had "providing for 
the family" In mind would be "proud of' and "enthusiastic" about being a 
stay-at-home father. Jordan is one of them who derive a sense of confidence and 
satisfaction from the role of managing the house. This is not an overnight change. 
Instead, the couple has undergone a reflective process of constructing and 
reconstructing the meaning of "work" and "gender norms". It takes Jordan more than 
7 years into letting go of "relying on his business to maintain one's identity and 
dignity and giving up the ailing business." In the process of experimenting on the new 
role, new meaning of "work" is constructed concertedly. As Jordan's wife, Anita 
suggests, 
In fact, this is a job. Or this is a privilege. Someone told us that a man 
must go to work. This can build up his self-esteem. But we just think: is 
work the only way to build this? Some say men are obliged to contribute 
to society. But what is contribution? Say for a bus driver, wow I have a 
sense of mission because I am carrying 200 people on the bus and I am 
taking them to work! Then, is taking children safely to school and cooking 
a healthy meal for them a kind of work? Isn't it also meaningful? I can't 
see why it is not a contribution. He teaches the kids well and there are 
more good people in this world. Isn't it good? 
Quite contrary to the popul~r belief of men ruling outside, the couple challenges this 
and redefines it to a more gender-neutral standard implying that "housework" and 
"child care work" are work, not just "women's work". They are meaningful work that 
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can possibly contribute to the society. Both of them assert that "in this time and age, 
the tale of men rule outside and women rule inside is obsolete". This new construct is 
a result of the repeated process of reflectivity when one experiments on a new life 
pattern. 
COUPLE'S INTERACTION TO "UNDO GENDER" 
It is, however, not effortless to sustain the new construct that contradicts the social 
norms. Based on Jordan's case, interaction between couples can help maintaining 
such unconventional beliefs. In the theory of doing gender, interaction reproduces 
gender when men and women work appropriately according to their "essential 
natures" (West and Zimmermann, 1989). Violation in day-to-day context would lead 
to scrutiny from others including the couples' partner. However, such cycle could be 
broken if one commends (instead of condemns) others for the agreed unconventional 
pattern in day-to-day context. In the case of Jordan, once they come to the consensus 
of his staying at home, the couple concertedly protects this unconventional 
arrangement. She overtly exhibits her increasing adoration towards her husband, 
which successfully reinfo~ces the new gender construct as aforementioned. 
Interestingly, the couple also makes jokes and jeer at men who feel embarrassed to 
stay at home. These jokes serve to further subvert the "obsolete" gender norms. In 
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short, while couple's interaction can serve as a ground for doing gender; it can, on the 
other hand, become a site for undoing gender. 
Wife s adoration 
When the wife treasures husband's contribution at home, it helps strengthen their 
determination. Anita expatiates on her husband's success: 
I think Jordan does very well. I can see the improvement in the two 
children. It's a lot better when compared to relying on domestic helpers 
[ ... ] As for the food, Jordan must choose the healthy ingredients. The 
method of cooking is also healthy. Most importantly, he doesn't allow 
them to be food-fussy. You can ask the domestic helper to buy you good 
food but they cannot make them eat. Maybe the kids just throw the food 
away and this is not an issue for a helper. Even when the helper bothers to 
urge them to be less fussy, they can ignore her. The helper also let them eat 
snacks. She won't bother. But Jordan handles that very well. They are now 
extremely healthy and are not fussy on food. They are not too fat and not 
too thin and they get sick less easily. I think Jordan is doing an excellent 
job. These are things that are not measurable. Also, Jordan trains them to 
be responsible kids. He observed them to do homework and he trained 
them to be disciplined kids. He trained them to tidy up their stuff, where 
the clothes should be put and how to put the dirty clothes into the washing 
machine. He also pays attention on their interaction and inspects whether 
they are naughty, whether they are cheating or what. He is very helpful. 
This cannot be fulfilled even if you have domestic helpers. 
Her accolades on her husband are "expressed occasionally". Contrasted with the 
pressure faces by other less .earning husbands, J ordon faces less scrutiny because his 
wife treasures and thinks highly of him as a stay-at-home dad. She goes further by 
saying that her adoration towards him grow: 
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[Lake: Do you think you admire him even more?] Yes definitely. [eyes 
widen] Yes. [laughs] 1- think this is extremely estimable. This is an 
exhibition of love. [eyes wet] I think his effort at home represents his love 
towards me and the family. [Lake: Did you tell him or show him that you 
adore him?] Yes. I told him, but I won't do this too often. 
Many househusbands have setbacks and give up in the midway because of the double 
loss in work identity and masculine identity. However, wives' adoration encourages 
househusbands to sustain the unconventional arrangement. Perhaps the wives' 
adoration and the portrayal of househusbands as a sacrifice or the crisis managers are 
a bit gendered as aforementioned, but they keep the househusbands going. In addition, 
despite the retaining of certain gender differences, gender inequality is reduced. In the 
course of time, interestingly, Jordan's wife transfers most of the household tasks to 
him. This shows that through exhibiting her adoration, the unconventional 
arrangement is sustained. 
Daily conversations and jokes 
Day-to-day conversations and jokes can also serve to deconstruct the gender norms. 
Anita recollected some of these interactions: 
[Lake: There are often challenges from others. How do two of you support 
one another in the process?] We laugh together. He often tells 
me ... Mm ... for instance, people may say to him, "What? You are Mr. 
Mom?" Some people may sound strange and may make critical remarks. 
He would tell me and we would laugh together. Ah ... recently, a very 
senior engineer upstairs has lost his job. He is 50 ... not a retiree and he is 
unemployed because of the financial turmoil. Naturally, he would walk on 
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the street and buy stuffs during the working hours. Once Jordan came to 
me and said, "Today I met Mr. Li and he looked very embarrassed." What 
he meant is that: I don't feel embarrassed. I don't mind but he minds! 
Losing a job is not a sign of weakness; but feeling embarrassed is a 
weakness. I am very happy as he is confident. 
The daily conversations or jokes help to resist others' condemnations as the couple 
confirms and re-confirms one another about their new construct in everyday's context. 
The househusband no longer feels "embarrassed" by others' critical remarks and he 
even teased others who feel embarrassed. His teasing of others' traditional thoughts is 
a sign of confidence. The interaction between him and his wife successfully made him 
proud of his transformation which extricates him from the "obsolete" gender norms. 
NEGOTIATION WITH CHILDREN 
As for the interaction with his children, some househusbands succeed in passing as a 
man despite the masculinity crisis. Once Jordan's son questioned why his father was 
always staying at home. This is a direct challenge to Jordan's manhood and can be a 
pressure on him to deter his role at home. However, he spoke the contrary: 
I am very happy that he asked such a question. I said, "People are so 
jealous of you. How many friends have a father (speak with emphasis) 
who plays with you every day? " Then he laughed ... he 's got the answer 
then. 
Instead of withdrawing from fatherhood, Jordan, as a househusband has successfully 
persuaded his son about the benefits of his staying. Anita resonates and she has further 
exposed the son to counterstereotypical images which helps resist gender stereotypes 
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(Blair and Banaji 1996): 
[Our son] may not know the condition of other fathers but he can see that 
some fathers are not going to work. Everything is crystal clear at the 
school gate. Most of them are, of course, housewives. [ ... ] Then, we 
would tell our son, "Daddy is like the daddy of who's who. His daddy 
doesn't go to work; he takes care of his son at home. Then, he realizes that 
there is a family position like this in the society. 
Through the exposure to unconventional images and gender-neutral practices, the 
children are more liberal-minded and thus reducing their role as the "gender 
assessors" at home. As suggested by Anita, "Once my son said he wanted to be a 
househusband like his father and then everyone laughed." This relieves the strains of 
the status reversed couples. 
While the previous chapter shows that children's tears and laughter urge mothers 
to do gender, interestingly, the laughter of Jordan's children has encouraged Jordan to 
continue his role as a househusband: 
The kids are very excited. The food is more delicious. They are very 
happy, really very happy. [Lake: How did they show their happiness?] 
They eat everything. [laughs] And they must praise father that the food 
tastes really good. They often say, "Dad cooks better than mom!" 
Jordan is very satisfied when he sees the happiness of children. He also enjoys his 
importance in children's mind. Children stick with him more than their mother and 
sometimes, Anita is envy of her husband. Jordon said: 
Sometimes, Anita is jealous ... [laughs] She said, "Oh! They don't stick 
with me! They stick with you!" She did mention that. [Lake: What was 
your response?] I said they often see me and that's why they stick with me 
more. They also love you a lot. 
184 
Children's acceptance and their love of father's company embolden the belief that 
father can "mother" too! Rather than being scrutinized by children for failing to 
uphold the gender norms, the children's response further encourages househusbands 
to be even more active in the subverted role. 
NEGOTIATION WITH CLOSE-KIN 
As suggested in the previous chapter, parents and parent-in-laws are diehard believers 
of traditional norms. This happens also in Jordan's family where his in-laws does 
express concerns over his condition of earning less (at the beginning of the marriage) 
and the possibility of having mental problems after he has become a househusband. 
Though they accept this arrangement eventually, support from them is equivocal. 
However, Jordan's mother appears to show greater acceptance toward his son's 
decision to be a househusband due to her exposure to counterstereotypical images: 
[Lake: Did Jordan 's parents oppose to his decision to stay at home?] No. 
His brother has a similar experience. He is staying at home full time. He 
was in printing business. It's self-financed and small-scaled. But this 
industry is fading because he still uses "nets" in printing; but others use 
computers now. So he prefers staying at home and looking after the two 
kids. The two kids are more or less the same ages as mine. His wife is a 
banker. So Jordan's family members are very used to such practices. 
Jordan's mother and his close-kin are quite accustomed to role reversed practices. 
They understand that such practice can also be feasible and hence they are more 
tolerant toward a degendering parenting. Tolerance reduces the risk of gender 
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assessment on the couples and makes them feel safe to continue the practice. 
Though the attitude of Jordan's parents-in-law is unknown at the moment, there 
are changes in his sister-in-law who substituted Jordan's childcare role when the 
couple went on a trip. 
Sister-in-law: I can fully understand the difficulties of daddy [Jordan] now. 
You know they [the kids] are so demanding. They said they won't drink 
water that is left overnight. They said I should boil some new ones. 
Anita: Yes. Daddy teaches them that it's not good for the body. 
Sister-in-law: [talking to the kids] Wow ... daddy loves you so much! And 
also, the fruits should be cut into dices. I can't do it! 
[We laugh] 
Jordan: [smiles and looks at the kids] 
Friend [me}: Wow, little ones. You are like a prince and a princess. 
Anita: They are treated like ones, but behaviorally they are not. 
[We laugh] 
[The conversation was marked after a participant observation in a family 
gathering in 2009 with participants: Anita s mother and sister, Jordan, 
Anita and me] 
Giving the recognition of Jordan's hard work, he shows a sign of satisfaction. Though 
close-kin and in-laws can serve as the monitor of gender norms, they can also be the 
ones who bolster the unconventional practice. In this case, when the sister-in-law puts 
herself into Jordan's shoes and sees his difficulties, she approves of his competence. 
The degendering process in close-kin begins, albeit slowly. 
RESISTING PUBLIC SCRUTINY: THE COMPANIONSHIP OF HOUSEHUSBANDS 
Contradicting the gender norm may make the househusbands feel isolated at times. 
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Some may prefer to cut off from the past connection due to shame. Some like 
Clement, despite retaining the connection, feels embarrassed. Even though they may 
try to rationalize their actions, a solo fight against the norm makes one feel weak. 
However, having like-minded dads be it stay-at-home dads or dedicated ones as your 
companion make one feel supported. In Jordan's case, he reaches out to his brother 
and the daddies of his son's classmates. They share their ups and downs in the 
childrearing process: 
[Lake: Do you make friends with the parents?] Yep. When I see them 
[other fathers], I will say, "Hey, your girl has improved a lot" ... These are 
our common topics. We have lots of interaction. It's very interesting. In 
fact, there are lots of fathers waiting outside the school gate. Of course, 
domestic helpers are the majority there. But there are some fathers. I have 
befriended with them .. .less with mothers though ... 
Anita also describes her husband's enthusiasm in parental interactions In school 
activities: 
Jordan goes to many school's social gathering. If you are not confident, 
you won't talk to others. You will just hide yourself. But he doesn't. Once 
we went to a school picnic and he chatted with others more than I did. I 
didn't know what to talk about though I did try. But he was very 
enthusiastic. He talked eagerly with the fathers and mothers. They talked 
about the children's school work, whether they are naughty ... Umm, they 
know how to tell lies now etc. The topic is related to more or less the 
progress of the kids. 
Topics like childcare and ed,:!cation are rarely popular topics when men come together. 
However, the creation of a mass of like-minded fathers encourages Jordan to speak 
freely without feeling lesser as a man. The collective effort for a degendering practice 
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emboldens individuals to continue and sometimes may even inspire others to follow. 
Jordan also shares with his brother about his children and as suggested by Anita, his 
example inspires his brother to follow suit: 
[Lake: Do you think such family arrangement has become the inspiration 
for others?] I guess yes. His brother did the same after Jordan's full-time 
practice. [His brother] had been underemployed for quite some years like 
Jordan. [ ... ] We have lots of interactions during the family gathering. And 
in those conversations, he may be inspired by us easily as Jordan and his 
brother always chat with one another. Jordan also visits him occasionally 
and they have exchanges. You can hardly imagine men come together to 
talk about children rearing. [ ... ] usually, men talk about entertainment, 
about football, politics etc. If they talk about family, this should give 
others the feeling that they are a lesser man. [ ... ] He always told me that 
he has visited his brother during the afternoon or they have the afternoon 
tea together. He also told me that they share with one another about the 
children's behavior [ ... ] 
Jordan's joy in childrearing and his enthusiasm in sharing inspire his brother to follow 
his steps. When they both become househusbands, they feel supported as they feel 
that they are not alone. 
ATTITUDINAL CHANGES OF THE HOUSEHUSBAND 
Vertigo feelings were experienced by Doucet (2006) when she interviewed men who 
appreciated the subtle joys and struggles of childrearing because their commitment is 
so different from the social landscape of a man's life. Here, I experienced the same 
feeling in the interview with Jordan when he explained why he would rather be a 
househusband than relying on a domestic helper. At times, I was at a loss when I 
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notice that this is a man's voice: 
I just don't know why we hire the helper. She is here to wash dishes only. 
She doesn't have much to do here. She is not needed here. I shop for the 
food because I don't feel relieved to ask her buy the food. She did buy the 
food but the quality was bad. She doesn't know how to pick good ones. 
Maybe she stole some money when buying food. I don't know. I think 
domestic helpers are unreliable. When she is here, my life is more difficult. 
I'd better do them myself. 
Jordan's mentality has undergone great changes in the process. At the beginning, he 
did not close his business even though it had been losing money for many years. He 
was eager to cling to his work identity even though his wife has always been the 
maj or provider and he has never expected to be a househusband. As he suggested, 
[Lake: Have you thought of being a househusband before?] No! 
[assertively] Of course I haven't. I haven't thought that far. [So what was 
in your mind at the beginning?] Initially, I didn't think too much. I didn't 
expect that this [arrangement of staying at home] would have ever 
happened to me. [laughs] I have never expected that. All I thought was 
getting married, earning money, having savings and using them to buy a 
flat and having a baby. 
Jordan had undergone a series of internal struggles but presently arrive to attitudinal 
change as he gains satisfaction and confidence from the domestic role. The sign of 
satisfaction in teaching children indicates his transformation: 
Looking back ... throughout this year, I am staying with my son. I have 
lots of return. Indeed, it's very fruitful. I like teaching him, though 
sometimes they do retort ... but i guess it's natural. .. Looking back, what I 
teach them this year will be indelible for their whole life. It's rewarding. 
It's better than going to work though going to work will be less tiring [ ... ] 
I really enjoy the days with my kids because they are your own kids. I 
see them grow and improve every day. I think that's fulfilling. In the past, 
I can't follow them very closely and I have missed a lot. 
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He also derives his satisfaction from making the home clean: 
I clean the floor every day! Ah! You discover that it's very clean, right? 
[smiles] If I don't clean it so frequently, it's will be dirty quickly as the 
color of the tiles are very light. 
His wife is contented with his change: 
He always says that his time now is very well-spent. It's worthy. He 
always shares with me about the joy of teaching the kids to be more 
obedient. He cannot hide his joy. And I am contented with this. [laughs] 
Contrary to my expectation, he can build up his confidence through 
managing the house and teaching kids. I guess confidence is needed in a 
man. He needs to be successful in some ways. But it may not be the 
success at work. I can observe that he successfully turns household 
management and childcare into his own business. He didn't have this 
feeling of success when he was running his business in the past. 
Deriving satisfaction from teaching his kids and managing the house well, he claimed 
he is willing to be a lifelong househusband. One can hardly imagine a man can be 
satisfied with the domestic role only. However, the change in Jordan demonstrates that 
gender is indeed reduced in his family as he has successfully crossed the gender 
boundary by enjoying the traditionally womanly work he once belittled. 
BEHAVIORAL CHANGES OF THE HOUSEHUSBAND 
Re-socialization in cooking 
Gender becomes less relevant in the household division of labor when men are willing 
to reduce the gender label in housework and re-socialize themselves into learning 
household tasks. Clement and Jordan have experienced the process of re-socialization. 
190 
Interestingl y, both of them derive interest from them which ended up the transferal of 
certain household work from the wife to the husband. Jordan's wife was responsible 
for cooking at the beginning of his househusband life. But after a year's time, he takes 
over: 
He aims high and he does research into how to cook good food for us. In 
the past, he could at best make the food ripe. But now, he is thinking how 
to improve the sense of chewing and tasting of the food and how to make 
better sauce. [Lake: When did he learn it?] Oh, it's after he has bought a 
new pot. He likes the pot very much because it helps him save time and 
the quality of it is great. Also, he has learned how to organize a schedule 
of doing housework. Ah, and about the food, he can adjust the time so that 
all the food is hot when served. It's difficult! But he is superb! I did praise 
him as his cooking skill is now really great. 
While men always claim themselves incapable of cooking, Jordan demonstrates that it 
is in no sense a gender-determined issue. After he has learned how to cook and 
organize the housework, he takes over them. Household responsibility in Jordan's 
family becomes more gender neutral. Doing housework is no longer exclusively 
woman's work. 
Clement also takes over the job of teaching domestic helper in cooking and 
occasionally takes over the cooking duty after two years of training as a 
househusband. His wife brags about his success: 
[Lake: Who cook when the domestic helper is on leave?] I am responsible 
for this but he takes over when he thinks I don't cook well. He has two 
years of experience in cooking. His cooking skills are superb now. He can 
make soup and cook more complex dishes. The water content of the rice is 
right about and the boiled eggs are made very well. [Lake: So do you or 
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your husband teach the domestic helper cooking?] My husband teaches 
them cooking now. This was my job in the past. But this changes after his 
two years of training. 
Though he "has returned to his original form and passed everything to the domestic 
helper" after returning to work, at least he did one more task than before-teaching 
the domestic helper how to cook. Undergoing re-socialization, these husbands excel 
in cooking and some tasks are transferred from the wife to the husband as a result. 
Again, this demonstrates that in househusband's family and families that had such 
pattern before, gender is reduced in household division of labor. 
Childcare becomes a husband s responsibility? 
As suggested in the previous chapters, childcare work IS largely a mother's 
responsibility. However, it is the reverse in the househusband's family. As 
aforementioned, the children stick with Jordan more and he himself is more inclined 
to the role of a nurturer. In a participant observation, sitting between two children at 
dinnertime, he was responsible for looking after the children, while Anita occasionally 
joined in: 
The girl: The veggies are bitter. [She tries to take them away from the 
bowl] 
Jordan [looks at her seriously]:Yes .. . eat quickly, or I will add more. 
[After a while, Jordan peered at the girl s bowl again]: Hey, how come it's 
still here? Ok . .. let me give you one more" [pretending] 
The girl: No! No! [The son laughs] 
Jordan: So finish it quickly. AI. .. there are some sweet stuff. . . after finish 
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this you can have that. 
The girl: Can I have that now? 
Jordan: Just finish this first. 
In addition, in an interview with Jordan, he also shows his sensitivity to children's 
feelings and emotions: 
We are having toilet training now. They need to go to pee in the middle of 
the night or they will wet the beds. I have set the alarm clock but if I fail to 
wake up, it will be a great shock to us [laughs]. I have to wash the sheets 
of course. Also, if they wet the beds, they feel extremely unhappy. I am 
responsible for it though. So I hope I can help them now and hopefully I 
can sleep well when they are well-trained. 
I teach him no matter what he has to finish all his homework first. Then he 
should practice piano. After this, he can play. Sometimes, he failed to 
control himself. That's why I must watch him closely. If he can 
successfully finish all his tasks, he looks very satisfied. [laughs 
complacently] He looks very funny ... really. 
From Jordan's recount, it is obvious that he feels responsible for the children's 
feelings and is sensitive to their emotional response. Though childcare is usually 
women's reign, it seems to be less relevant in a househusband's family as it becomes 
a husband's major responsibility. He gains the children's love in return of his caring 
and nurturing role. 
WOMEN'S LIBERATION 
While Anita was keen to "hold the wok spatula" in the past, she has passed this to 
Jordan in the course of time .. Instead of blaming herself for failing a wife's role, she is 
complacent with this arrangement. And she asserts that she is emancipated from the 
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domestic role and that she could embrace her public role. She explains, 
[Lake: How do you feel about the change?} I feel very happy. I am freed. 
In the past, when I had lots of unfinished work in the office, I ignored 
them and left office on time because I need to cook. I told my boss that I 
need to leave because I need to cook and it's my duty. But once I thought I 
can't have so many duties. I should be responsible at work and I shouldn't 
just leave barefacedly even though there is so much work. And now, I am 
relieved as I can choose the time of departure. [Lake: So you can 
concentrate on your work now.} I can enjoy my work now. In the past, I 
work for a living. I left the office as soon as possible and I argued with my 
boss as to why he called the meeting when I wanted to leave. But now, I 
understand more about my boss and I like my job more. I can be more 
involved now. [Lake: How does Jordan feel?] He feels happy for me as 
my appraisal report is better now. 
Based on the interview, this wife is liberated from the domestic role as she can now 
concentrate on her public role without a sense of guilt. In this family, both the 
husband and the wife have transgressed the gender boundary and appear to be 
satisfied with their new roles. Embracing her public role freely, she is liberated from 
the past expectation of "women ruling inside". Her husband, on the other hand, is also 
freed from the pressure of providing for the family. 
Given a small sample of househusbands, this chapter does not intend to provide 
generalization for what contributes one to become a househusband or questions like 
who are more likely to be one. Instead, the strength of the chapter is to evaluate the 
mechanism as of how interaction serves as a site of change. The changes occurred in 
househusband's family and .the process of interaction in undoing gender affects not 
only the couples themselves, but their children, parents and other social actors. They 
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also demonstrate to others that such arrangement despite being unconventional can 
also be desirable. It then poses subversive effects on the audience and the institutional 
belief system. Though incremental changes in gender relations may be slow and 
piecemeal as resistance from the entrenched norms is anticipated to be strong, the 
transformation towards gender neutrality can be radical at the end in the long run. 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 
It is popularly imagined that couples with higher earning wives are moving against 
the cultural tide and make waves that may alter the gender relations. However, a close 
analysis on division of housework, which was traditionally "women's work", shows 
that despite bringing the lion share of economic resources back home, most wives do 
not or cannot trade them with less housework. The micro-level process of interplay 
between gender ideology and interpersonal interaction, negotiation and resistance 
largely reproduce the unequal division of housework and eventually the unequal 
gender relations despite the small sparks of hope. In this chapter, I would highlight the 
central findings of this research and the implications that we can learn from these 
cases. 
9.1 Key Findings 
"Men" and "money" are potential sources of power in a marriage which pose great 
effect in division of household labor (Tichneor, 2005). Investigation of couples with 
higher earning wives puts the two factors at odds. However, the results indicate that 
the resource theory, which basically posits that "money equals power" deemed 
untenable when wives earn more. In line with the past studies, wives still bear a 
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disproportionate burden of housework. Deploying the gender perspective, earnings in 
these reversed cases cannot improve equality owed to the gendered meanings. While 
higher income is a privilege for husband to be exempted from domestic obligations, it 
is a debt for the wives as defined by the gender ideology and constructed by the 
day-to-day of doing gender. 
Gender ideology is measured based on marital power one claims to have, the 
expectation on men and women's production role and their expectation on emotional 
labor. It was found that most of their ideology is non-egalitarian (i.e. traditional or 
transitional) with husbands being more so. It was found that husbands' gender 
ideology is more consequential to the housework division outcome. When husbands 
are egalitarian, they tend to share or do more housework than their wives. And of the 
non-egalitarian husbands, around 80% of their families rely largely on their wives for 
housework duties. However, a gap can be found between "power" and the "household 
division of labor". Traditionally, one may expect that men's dominance makes wives 
do housework; however, some wives commitment in housework wins power and 
children's love. Though past research contended that the power is far from real, it 
sometimes does make fathers jealous. 
On the other hand, this study asserts that gender ideology alone cannot determine 
housework division. It was found that some egalitarian wives cannot bargain for less 
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housework in face of a traditional husband; and some traditional wives ironically do a 
lot less housework than their traditional husbands. Such conundrum could be resolved 
only by probing into gender strategies in interpersonal interactions in the family. 
Gender ideology provides an ideological script for the couples to "do gender" in 
day-to-day interactions. However, this study found that couples do not rigidly apply 
their ideals-of male rule and gendered division of labor-to the reality. Gender 
strategies are employed to resolve the discrepancy though very often, in the process of 
interactions, the gendered division of housework is reproduced. Husbands employ 
strategies like displaying clumsiness, delaying the chores and protesting or showing 
anger against domestic work. Women do feel dissented at times, but they tend to 
justify, rationalize and complete the work. For higher earning wives in particular, they 
feel the need to display themselves as appropriate wives and to save the husband's 
ego by doing more at home. However, some gender strategies are not always in line 
with the submissive-dominant dichotomy, especially when the wives feel unbearable 
with the toilsome housework. They resist not by blatant or vigorous protests, rather 
they may employ strategies in line with their femininity like playing helplessness and 
stupidity, nagging and grumbling or use more gender-neutral methods like praising. 
Whether these strategies are feasible or not, however, is contingent upon the men 's 
response. 
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More intriguingly, this research shed light to how the "third parties"-children 
and in-laws escalate the doing gender process of the couples in everyday life. Past 
research portrayed children as "childcare responsibility", "helpers" in the family or at 
best passive being molded by parents into appropriate gender roles. However, this 
research shows that sharing a gendered cultural backdrop, children actively make 
gendered choices and employ various strategies like crying and protesting or shifting 
their love to others when they perceive their mothers' negligence. This, however, 
does not happen when the fathers are absent. Instead, they may exclude their father 
from mothering them, while upholding their mother-seeking habits. Children's gender 
strategies may influence or even change the couple's behavior to be more in line with 
the gender norms. For instance, being excluded, some fathers may feel abandoned 
and discouraged. After several unsuccessful trials of "mothering", they may give in 
and leave the child to their wives. And mothers, on the other hand, may change their 
behavior by yielding to their children's gendered strategies and involving more in 
childcare and in children's education. One may argue that mothers as powerful 
figures in children's eyes can resist or simply ignore them. Yet the cultural definition 
of a "good" mother and the constant negotiation, which intertwine with a notion of 
love in the children's yearning, may change mothers' behavior incrementally and 
progressively. 
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In addition, the in-laws also play an active role in scrutinizing couples' character 
and behavior in day-to-day interaction. Since filial piety is emphasized in the Chinese 
culture, the in-laws possess power to instruct the young couples to be the 
"appropriate" husbands and wives based on traditional Chinese beliefs. In-law's 
involvement reinforces the "doing gender" of couples when they give pressure to the 
wives to excel in the homemaker's role and perfect in womanly dispositions and 
husbands in their production role. Though some wives insist not to live with the 
in-laws or sometimes pay lip-service to their demand, it is evident that in the process 
of negotiation with them, the wives are undergoing behavioral changes that reproduce 
the gendered division. For husbands who fail in earnings, on the other hand, may feel 
helpless when pressurized. 
F or most families, fighting against an uphill battle, gender is sustained and 
reproduced through the interaction between the husband and the wife; the couple and 
their children; the couple and the in-law. However, this research also contributes to 
the incipient study of the mechanism of "undoing gender" based on a minority case of 
a househusband's family in which the husband embraces his new domestic role with 
pride and enthusiasm despite his longstanding struggles before fully becoming one. 
Disrupting the gender relations require a great deal of commitment and vigilance 
especially when changes start at the micro-level of interaction. First, this happens 
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when couples make concerted effort to re-construct and redefine "work" and "gender" 
with the central message that paid work and unpaid work are all meaningful work that 
contributes to society in its own way and the gendered division is simply too obsolete. 
They sustain the new construct by showing signs of mutual adoration, approval of 
each other's work in daily conversations and making jokes on "conservative" people. 
Second, the couple negotiates with the children and their parents by exposing them to 
counterstereotypical images and demonstrated how unconventional practices can 
excel in their own ways. Third, the househusband's effort to connect with other men 
with a similar condition emboldens this unconventional group to resist public scrutiny. 
The delightful message from the case is that the resulting change to a more gender 
neutral household practice not only liberates the wife, but also the husband who 
relishes a homemaker's role. Therefore, Deutsch's analysis (2007) was quite right: 
while gender can be constructed, it can also be deconstructed despite enormous 
difficulties. 
9.2 Implications of the study 
This study carries a few implications for future research. First, instead of following a 
conventional domination model, I see the benefit of looking into the workings of 
strategies interplay between different parties. It is easy to fall into the trap of blaming 
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men and victimizing women gIven the gendered hierarchy. However, this 
interpretation has overlooked the agency of individuals. As illustrated, wives do resist 
and respond to the unequal share of housework and some are eager "to lord over" 
their reign. Gaining the love and attention from children, they are not always the 
losers. Some husbands, on the other hand, are not diehard abusers who exploit their 
wives for their own benefits. Men's voices tell us that some do want to "help" and 
some feel upset for being excluded from the childcare work. Transformations are also 
seen from some husbands. Hopefully, the future research can pay more attention to 
the dynamics beyond the dominance-submission dichotomy. 
Second, in examining marital power and division of housework, the third parties' 
role should not be neglected particularly in the study of Chinese families. While this 
research based on the assumption that children and in-laws share a similar cultural 
gender norm, future research can compare the gender ideologies of different 
generations and check how they relate to household division of labor USIng 
cross-generational studies. Here, the in-laws' voice is missing and children's voice is 
limited. It would be desirable to incorporate them in future studies. 
Finally, many feminist studies tend to show how gender is sustained with every 
hope that changes are happening. More future studies can redirect to how to intervene 
the cycle of "doing gender". While this research preliminarily shed light to the 
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possibility and the mechanism of undoing gender, future research can probe into the 
causes of it. In the case of the househusband in this study, his choice is driven by the 
opportunity of economic re-structuring; but one may also argue that not all 
unemployed husbands follow suit. So what are the plausible reasons for some who 
endeavor to undo gender while others rejected this whole idea? While it is beyond the 
scope of this research, this question may be intriguing as it can provide insight to the 
"triggers" of the gender deconstruction process. 
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Appendix One: Labor Force Participation Rates by Sex 
Table 1. 
Labor Force Participation Rates by Sex 
Year 
Sex 1986 1991 1996 2001 2004 2005 2006 2007 
Female 48.9 47.9 47.8 50.8 51.9 51.8 52.6 53.1 
Male 80.5 78.9 75.7 73 71.6 71.1 70.9 70.5 













• • • • • • • • 
o 
1986 1991 1996 2001 2004 2005 2006 2007 
Year 
(Source: General Household Survey Section, Census and Statistics Department, 2008) 
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Appendix Two: Labor Force Participation Rates at Specific Ages by 
Sex, 1991,2001,2007 
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Appendix Three: 
Household division of labor of married couples in 1987, 1993 and 
1995 
Who's 1987 1993 1995 
responsible? (%) (%) (%) 
Foodstuff buying Wife 65.0 67.6 60.1 
& meal making* Husband 6.2 4.1 3.2 
Shared** 10.8 13.1 23.4 
Children 8.6 N/A 0.4 
Others 9.4 15.2 12.9 
Grocery Wife 68.0 57.8 N/A 
Husband 7.3 7.8 
Shared 11.0 23.0 
Children 6.1 N/A 
Others 7.6 11.4 
Dish washing Wife 56.1 57.0 48.0 
Husband 5.2 9.1 8.1 
Shared 11.7 14.7 20.6 
Children 17.1 N/A 5.2 
Others 9.9 19.2 18.1 
Housecleaning Wife 58.1 52.6 44.8 
Husband 5.0 5.6 6.5 
Shared 11.5 20.8 26.6 
Children 14.3 N/A 1.2 
Others 11.1 21 20.9 
Bills recording Wife 60.4 40.4 49.2 
Husband 12.5 10.6 13.8 
Shared 15.3 5.9 23.8 
Children 5 N/A 0.4 
Others 6.8 41.1 12.8 
Taking care of Wife 81.3 63.1 54.4 
kids*** Husband 1.0 4.4 3.2 
Shared N/A 17.7 17.8 
Others 17.7 14.8 24.6 
Maintaining and Wife N/A 3.5 7.7 
.. 
Husband 54.7 60.1 repalnng 
household Shared 4.0 4.0 
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apparatus Others 37.8 28.2 
Car washing Wife N/A 0.0 3.2 
Husband 37.5 31.9 
Shared 4.7 2.4 
Others 57.8 62.5 
(Adapted from Indicators of Social Development: Hong Kong 1987, 1993 & 1995) 
* The percentage shown in 1987 encompasses meal making only. 
** In 1995, the category 'husband or wife' is used to replace 'shared' in the previous years. 
*** In 1995, 'taking care of children' is broken down into several categories which 
include babysitting, urging children to go to bed and wake up, supervising homework; 
taking care when they're sick; meeting school authority. 
Appendix Four: 
Relative Share of Housework of Economically Active Men and 
Women 
Relative share of housework Economically active men Economically active women 
(%) (%) 
00/0 33.8 20.3 
>0%-200/0 37.0 25.5 
>20%-400/0 11.9 11.9 
>400/0-60% 9.6 17.2 
>60%-80% 1.6 12.0 
>80%-100% 6.0 13.2 
Total 100 100 
(Census and Statistics Department. HKSAR. (2003). Thematic Household Survey 
Report No. 14. Hong Kong: Census and Statistics Department.) 
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Appendix Five: Interview Schedule 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
• Years of marriage 
• Age 
• Salary (ask at the end) 
• Family members under the same roof: past & present 
• Children's age: (if any) 
• Hire any domestic helpers? Past & present 
• Job: past & present 
• Working hours: past & present 
• Tension between work and family? Any examples? 
• What do you usually do during the weekends? 
HOUSEHOLD DIVISION OF LABOR-PAST AND PRESENT 
1) Division between husband and wife 
• Can you describe what you usually do after work? Can you describe what your 
spouse usually do after work? 
• Who does what? What kind of housework are you responsible for? Have you 
experienced any difficulties? 
a) Chores: grocery shopping? Cooks breakfast/ dinner/ lunch? Evening dishes? 
Tidies up: windows, bathroom, kitchen, floor, furniture? Repair things at home? 
Laundry? Take care of bills? Financial management? Clear rubbish bins? 
b) Children: Childcare work? Teaching children? Study with them? Play with them? 
School activities? Interest classes for the child? Planning their schedule? 
c) Others: Handling domestic helpers? Taking care of in-laws? 
• Who does more? 
• Why do you have such arrangement? 
• Compare to the past, who did what and why? 
• (If any), why are there such changes? 
2) Domestic helpers 
• when and why do you hire domestic helpers 
• Who monitor her? Who talk to her? Who give her day-to-day instructions? Why 
do you have such arrangement? 
• Your relationship with her? Your spouse relationship with her? Your children's 
relationship with her? Any examples? 
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3) In-Iaws/ Couple's parents 
• Do they have any household responsibilities? Past & present? 
• What do they usually do at home? 
• Why are they living here? Why do you live with them? 
NEGOTIATIONS AND CONFLICTS 
1) In-laws & couple 
• How is your relationship/ your spouse's relationship with in-Iaw/ parents? Why? 
• Do you have any conflicts/tension/disagreement with in-Iaws/ parents? In what 
respect? What was your / your spouse's response? Can you describe a 
recent/impressionable incident? 
• Do you / your spouse have any tension with them in relation to division of 
housework? Can you describe a recent/impressionable incident? 
• What is the in-Iaw's/ parents' expectation on you/your spouse? Can you recall 
what he/she said? Do you think you have fulfilled their expectations? Why? 
• Have the in-Iaw/ parents had any pressure on/complain about you/ your spouse? 
What is it? Why is it? 
• Have the in-Iaw/ parents praised you/ your spouse in some ways? What is it? Why 
is it? 
2) Couple & Children 
• Describe your kid 
• Who does he/she stick with? Mother? Father? In-laws? Domestic helpers? Any 
examples? Your feelings? Why? 
• When they need help for homework! school stuffs, who do they approach most of 
the time? Why? 
• When they want to play, who do they approach ifboth of you are present? 
• Based on your observation, how's your spouse relationship with the kid? How is it 
different from the interaction with you? 
• What conflicts do you / your spouse have with the kid? How was it resolved at the 
end? 
3) Between spouses 
• How does this housework arrangement come about? Negotiation? 
• (if applicable) I can see that there is a change in the arrangement when compared 
to the past, why is that so? 
• Do you have any examples of tension you experienced with your wife when it 
comes to the household division of labor? 
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• Have you thought of some ways to make your partner do more? Any examples? 
• Did you forbid your spouse to do housework? Did your spouse forbid you to do 
housework? 
• Did you encourage your spouse to do more housework in certain areas? Can you 
describe the incident? 
• Do you have conflict with your spouse? What is the recent disagreement? What is 
the result? How was it resolved? 
PERCEIVED FAIRNESS 
• Upon reflection, are you satisfied with your marriage? 
• Do you have pressure/struggles in fulfilling the housework? How do you manage 
it? 
• Do you think it's fair to you? Fair to your spouse? Why? 
• Are there some tasks that he/she can do more? 
• Are there some tasks that you can do more? 
GENDER IDEOLOGY AND PARENTAL INFLUENCE 
• What type of husband! wife is ideal? 
• Do you think your partner is an ideal wife/ husband? What's more need to be 
done? 
• Do you agree with the axiom "Men rule outside, women rule inside"? 
• How did your parents divide housework? 
• Do you think there are things that you are influenced by them? 
IDENTITY 
** The following part is for the status reversed couples & couple with 
househusband 
• You [the men]/ Your husband is earning less. What do you/ your husband think? 
[Husband] Do you feel bad? [Wife] Does he feel sorry? Feel bad? Give examples 
to illustrate. 
• [Ask wife] Have you tried to protect his dignity? How did you do that? 
• [Ask husband] Have you tried to protect your dignity? How did you do that? 
** The following part is for couple with housewife 
• Why do you/ your wife choose to stay at home? What did you/ your husband think? 
Is it a result of negotiation? Who initiates? 
• How do you/.your husband perceive your /her role as a housewife? 
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• [Wife] Do you love to be one? [Husband] Do you want your wife to be one? 
• Some people called housewives as 'C Nine ' . Do you think you/your wife are one? 
• [Wife] Have anyone called you 'C Nine'? Any examples? Do you like it? 
• [Wife] Do any friends feel jealous of you for being a housewife? Any examples? 
What was your response? 
• [Wife] Do any friends put you down or give scornful remarks about your role as a 
housewife? Any examples? What was your response? 
** The following part is for couple with househusband 
Beginning 
• Can you tell me why you / your husband decide to be a househusband? Is it a 
result of negotiation? Who initiates? 
• How do you perceive the difference between having a domestic helper and having 
a househusband at home? 
• Do you/ your husband embrace the househusband role right from the start? Why 
are there such changes? 
• Have you experienced any pressure from friends, relatives, church or others when 
the decision of staying at home was made? 
• How do you/ your husband learn the skills of managing the house? 
Process 
• Have you experienced any embarrassment in the process of being a 
househusband? 
• When there are some backlashes, say when you/ your husband are under pressure 
of some kind from time to time, what will you do? What is his response? Does 
this help pulling him together again? How do two of you overcome such problem? 
(couple's interaction) 
• Have you seen any counterexamples before this arrangement? Or exposed to equal 
parenting? 
• Are friends the source of inspiration for unconventional life? 
• Some people may say: Why not find a real job? Are you / your husband 
accustomed to these accusations? 
• Have you/ your husband tried to change others' prejudice? 
• What keeps you/him doing? Some dad give up very quickly. How do you two 
work together to face the problem of unconventional lifestyle? 
• Do the kids realize daddy's new role? What do they think? 
• Do you/ does your husband finding other dads? Why? 
• Are you/ Is he under great stress? Or has he experienced any burnout? What 
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happened at the end? 
• Have you/ Has he thought about getting back to work? Why? 
Change 
1) [Wife] Do you think the children are closer to dad after his role of a househusband? 
Any evidence? [Husband] Do you think children are closer to you or your wife 
after your role as a househusband? Any evidence? 
2) Have you/ Has your husband changed your/his behavior/ tone of voice after being 
a househusband? 
3) Do you think there are more approval from others than before? 
4) Can you contrast your/ your husband's mentality before and after equipping this 
new role? 
5) [wife] How do you perceive your husband's new role? [husband] How do you 
perceive this new role? Do you have any regrets? 
6) What did your parents/ in-laws think about this new role? Any change from past 
and present? 
7) Does the conventional arrangement of your family have any effects on people 
around you? Like people who are in a similar condition. Do you think you have 
inspired others in some ways? 
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